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CHAPTER I 
THWARTED AMBITIONS 


RS. RICHMOND’S boarding house was exclu- 

sive. Mrs. Richmond, herself, admitted that it 
was, and invariably after such an admission followed 
a comprehensive sweep of the eye and arm. This 
embraced in one fell motion the red plush furnish- 
ings of the parlor, the marble-topped relic which did 
duty as a center table, the modest five-and-a-half-foot 
motto on the wall, and the gallery de luxe of artisti- 
cally atrocious but highly respectable, framed crayon 
portraits of relatives and forbears “siven absolutely 
without charge, madame, if you will merely purchase 
from us the frame which is to encircle them.” 

Mrs. Richmond was listed above in the general 
category of those women who are “estimable.” She 
was broad of hip and ample of bosom and of middle 
age. Her voice, true, had reached the era of stri- 
dency, one might almost say that it was sharply pene- 
trating. At any rate, on this balmy, June afternoon 
it carried easily through the open windows of the 
parlor, up along the red-bricked side of the house, 
and into the window of the third floor front, where 
sat Dan Chadwick, his forefinger between the unread 
pages of a magazine, his gaze fixed on no particular 
point, his big chest rising and falling as he drank in 
the clear air. 

Said Mrs, Richmond’s voice to her caller: 
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“Oh, yes, I keep my place selected and exclusive! 
That has been my motter for years. I have nothing 
to do with the hoy polloy. I used to say to Mr. 
Richmond, I’d say Her voice grew confiden- 
tial, and no longer alarmed the neighborhood. 

Chadwick grinned cheerfully; it was all so much a 
part of the sleepy peacefulness of the weather. Then 
he sighed. 

The sigh roused him, and he tried again to interest 
himself in the red-blooded adventure of his magazine 
hero. It was no good. He tossed the magazine to 
the floor and sighed again. 

““Funny—these magazine stories,’ he soliloquized, 
in no original tenor. “They’re all cast in the same 
mold. I wonder how these gentleman adventurers 
live, anyway? Where they get the lucre to keep 
them going? Me, I'd like it; but, pshaw! A col- 
lege degree, and here I am-getting educated in the 
fine art of filing and billing at the magnificent stipend 
of thirty per week. Tommyrot and piffle? It’s 
likely to continue to the end of my days; a promotion 
next year, one year after, and one the year after 
that. Thirty dollars, forty, fifty—a wife, a batch 
of children, the movies, a couple of clubs—maybe a 
two-by-four suburban farm or lot.” 

In the first place he wasn’t used to this grind, 
grind, grind. His college career had been four years 
of luxury. Then his father had died, leaving his 
affairs snarled and tangled and badly in need of ex- 
pert straightening. The upshot of the thing was that 
Dan was left with very little of this world’s goods 
that he could call his own. The tiny remainder of 
the estate was his, and a perfect physique, developed 
on gridiron, diamond, and rink, } 
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But his jaw was square and his eyes were gray 
and level. He faced a commercial future gamely, 
albeit unwillingly. It irked, of course, just as any- 
thing which is congenitally distasteful must irk. He 
had come to feel like the race horse harnessed to a 
heavy dray. He wanted to get out and run. But he 
couldn’t. The call of the waste places, of the corners 
of the earth, was in his blood. He was descended 
of pioneer stock, and his nature was unusually ata- 
vistic. 

He tamped the tobacco in his pipe, scratched a 
match with unusual and quite unnecessary vigor, and 
straightened at sound of an entirely unexpected tap 
on his door. 

Chadwick tossed the match on the tray and placed 
the pipe beside it. He lowered his feet from the 
window sill, crossed the room, swung open the door, 
and smiled cheerily at sight of motherly Mrs. Rich- 
mond, who stood stiffly, holding a bit of white card- 
board somewhat gingerly between forefinger and 
thumb. 

“The young woman is awaiting you in the parlor, 
Mr. Chadwick,” she said. And then she sniffed in 
what seemed sibilant comment, far more expressive 
than words. 

Chadwick looked blank. 

»“The young woman?” he echoed inanely. Then 
he glanced curiously at the card which crinkled in 
his big fingers. 


Miss WANDA CORCORAN 


“Well, she Jooks young, anyway. But these days 
a body can’t tell from just looks. I was just telling 
her that my boarding house was run exclusive, and 
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that my young-men lodgers ain’t in the habit of re- 
ceiving calls from lady visitors. But she insisted, 
and so I brung the card up.” She paused with an 
attitude of finality which betokened that she washed 
her hands of the unusual proceeding, although she by 
no means had lost interest in developments. 

Dan frowned. “But I don’t know any Wanda 
Corcoran,” he admitted, in an unguarded moment. 
“Are you sure there is not some mistake?” 

“Not in the name.” There was a faint tinge of — 
suspicion in the landlady’s voice. She eyed Chad- 
wick closely. “She asked plain enough for Mr. 
Daniel Chadwick. You'd better see what she wants. 
I run my house——” 

“Yes, yes! I know all about that. Tell her I'll 
be down in a minute, if you please.” 

Mrs. Richmond pat-patted militantly down the car- 
peted stairway, while Chadwick closed the door and 
whistled softly. 

“Now don’t that beat the Dutch!” he mused Ab- 
sently he lifted the card to his lips and whistled— 
there was a faint aroma about it; an elusive, strangely 
fascinating odor. Somehow it seemed to hint of life 
and of wood smoke, of open places under clear skies 
studded with scintillant stars. 

He feared to descend to the musty parlor, lest his 
momentary illusion should be dispelled at sight of an 
ordinary mortal, or even an extraordinary mortal on 
a humdrum mission, 

He fingered his mop of tousled hair and cudgeled 
his memory for the name. Wanda Corcoran, Wanda 
Corcoran. He had never heard the name. She was 
waiting, whoever she was, and he stepped quickly to 
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his chiffonier, put his hair, collar, tie, and coat to 
rights, and walked to the head of the stairs. 

In the darkness of the hallway he paused at the 
sight framed through the red portiéres. It was the 
girl, and at first glance he realized two facts; first, 
that he had never before seen her; second, that he 
was glad he was seeing her now. 

She was blonde, her hair red-gold, a high light in 
the dingy room. She wore a severely tailored suit 
which totally failed to hide her supple figure, her 
length of limb—a figure which betokened strength 
and endurance and capability. 

So much he saw in the instant before he stepped 
beneath the portiére arch as she rose to face him, He 
stepped forward and saw that the eyes which met his 
confidently and frankly were deep and clear and 
darkly blue, that her face was perfect oval, her nose 
straight and well molded, her chin indicative of firm- 
ness and iron will, her whole manner radiating frank- 
ness and honesty. 

Chadwick broke the somewhat embarrassing si- 
lence. He bowed slightly. “Miss Corcoran?” 

“Mr. Chadwick.” She extended her hand. Chad- 
wick took it, and was surprised at the latent power 
expressed in the grip. It was the handshake of the 
West; the handshake which meets grip for grip. 

The girl smiled slightly as she withdrew her hand, 
and spoke softly, lest there be eavesdropping ears at 
any of the dozen cracks possible for use in such 
purposes : 

“You don’t know me, and I do not know you— 
that is, by way of formal introduction. But I know 
who you are and all about you, and I wish to have 
a few minutes alone with you on a very important” 
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—she hesitated slightly—‘a very—confidential—mat- 
ter. It is terribly important, else I would not have 
called upon you and’—her eyes twinkled—‘shocked 
your very estimable landlady.” 

Chadwick, gazing into the deep wells of her eyes, 
found himself strangely at a loss for words. 

““She—er—runs a very exclusive——” He flushed 
crimson. That was not at all what he had intended 
to say. Their eyes met, and both laughed spon- 
taneously. 

‘So she told me,” chuckled the girl. “I hardly 
blame her. It 1s unusual—the whole proceeding.” 

“But—if you know me, I am hardly a stranger, 
and so—it’s all right,” floundered Chadwick. 

“You find,” he blurted, “that your thinking you 
knew me is not—a mistake?” 

The girl flushed slightly. 

“No, it is no mistake. I said I merely know of 
you.” The girl’s eyes roved about the parlor, “Mr. 
Chadwick, the matter on which I have come to you 
is very important, and strictly private. Is this the 
only place we can talk? Isn’t there some place where 
we cannot be overheard ?” 

“I'm afraid not. There is just this parlor—and 
the upstairs rooms.” 

“Out of the question.” Wanda's lips set in a 
firm, white line. “The park is very close. Suppose 
we walk over there, find a bench, and have our talk?” 

The man nodded eagerly. No matter what the 
ultimate explanation might be, the thing thus far, at 
least, savored of the mysterious and the unusual. 

“Pll get my hat,” he smiled, making for the door, 
“and then be entirely at your service.” 


} CHAPTER II 
» AN ALLURING OFFER 


E took the stairs two at a time, his pulses danc- 

ing, himself in the grip of a strange elation, He 
grabbed his hat, slammed his door, and dashed down 
the stairs, his manner as overtly delightful as that 
of a young boy. 

The girl was waiting at the foot of the steps. She 
smiled slightly at his eagerness. Together they de- 
scended the once-marble steps to the street and went 
toward the park. He noticed her walk; free-limbed, 
easy, absolutely, utterly unlike the city dwellers of 
her sex. There was a swing to it which spoke of 
hardened muscles under perfect control, 

“You are from the West,” he said abruptly. 

The girl’s eyes flashed to his, a somewhat startled 
light showing momentarily in their depths. Then the 
light disappeared and she smiled. 

“Yes. How did you guess?” 

“Your walk. I’d call it typically Western.” They 
walked through the park entrance in silence, and 
thence along the concrete walk, tree-lined, and be- 
tween great stretches of velvety grass on which a few 
squirrels frisked. “You said you knew of me, Miss 
Corcoran. Just what do you know?” 

Again that fleeting ghost of a smile on the girl’s 
lips, 

“T know that you are twenty-six years of age,” 
she returned, without the slightest attempt at eva- 
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sion; “that you are five feet and eleven inches in 
height, weigh one hundred and eighty-five pounds, 
have lived a clean life, descended from an excellent 
family—two excellent families—that you are with- 
out close relatives of any sort, a college, graduate, a 
frat member, that you found yourself lenly desti- 
tute, and are making a meager living in the commer- 
cial world in a fashion more or less distasteful to 
yourself and at a salary hardly commensurate with 
your desires.” 

Chadwick gasped, and his jaw sagged. 

“Good Lord! You’ve got my Bertillon down bet- 
ter than I’ve got it myself!” 

“Tt is correct, is it not?” 

“Entirely.” 

The girl’s smile grew very friendly and warm. 

“But that’s not quite all, either. I should add one 
essential detail. I have been given to understand 
that your nature is of the adventurous sort, and that 
you are an excellent athlete. It struck me as a pity 
that you should be struggling along in a musty office 
on thirty a week.” : 

“J__well, I’ve felt that way about it myself, Miss 
Corcoran. Not that I think I’m worth any more 
than thirty to the firm I’m with, but just that I’m not 
cut out for a humdrum existence. I was sitting in 
my room when you came, in a sort of reverie, won- 
dering. Well, you’re manna from heaven to me this 
day. But to get back to the subject in hand, I must 
confess that 1 am surprised at the extent of your 
knowledge.” 


Wanda shook her head. “I haven’t a doubt that it 


surprises you. It will probably surprise you more to 
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cicw that I have spent a great deal of time and an 
considerable sum of money in having you looked up.” 

Involuntarily Chadwick came to a dead halt. “You 
mean that % 

“I apologize—and plead guilty. Yes, I’ve had a 
detective shaf@owing you for some time.” 

Chadwick choked, gasped, and then blurted out, 
“Why ?” 

“Before going ahead, here’s a bench. Let's sit 
down and talk it over.”’ 

For some minutes after they were seated there 
was silence. The girl drew nondescript patterns on 
the walk with the toe of a well-shod and very tiny 
foot. Then she spoke, her voice low and distinct, 
with scarce a trace of the former levity remaining: 

“It’s hard to begin—now that I have brought 
about this much-desired interview. I know it is odd 
and unusual. It still seems strange to me, and I have 
thought it over for some time and from every angle. 
But needs must when the devil drives, and the up- 
shot of the whole business, the very kernel of the 
matter, is that I have come to you because I need a 
man of just your stamp and stamina for a very diffi- 
cult task. It is a task requiring courage, brawn, 
brain, and delicacy.”’ 

Chadwick flushed at her naiveté, but she apparently 
did not notice. ‘In addition to all of that, he must 
be absolutely and utterly fearless and eager for ad- 
venture. None of this namby-pamby, present-day ad- 
venture, but the real, red-blooded sort, the kind that 
is spiced with danger. And remember this, Mr. 
Chadwick—in storybooks the hero always comes 
through safely. This is life; it isn’t a storybook, 
and if, after hearing me through, you are inclined to 
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“accept, remember that your safety is far, very far 
indeed, from guaranteed. 

“So much for that. Perhaps you do not care that 
I continue?” 

“Please,” said Chadwick simply. “I’m not only 
interested—I’m enthralled.” # 

The smile flashed for the barest fraction of an in- 
stant over her lips, was gone, and she was once more 


deadly serious. 

“Good! And so, before I continue, I wish to 
exact your solemn promise that, whether or not you 
eventually volunteer for the task I have in mind, you 


will keep all that passes between us as a matter of - 


the most sacred confidence.” 

Chadwick’s pulses were pounding with the red 
blood answering its call of kind. The situation was 
all that he had craved, however tamely it might peter 
out. The mystery of it only added to the zest. 
Frankly Chadwick would have at that moment 
agreed to leap into a flowing volcano provided the 
exploit was spiced as was this. Therefore there was 
no second’s pause in his affirmative answer. His 
eyes met her level gaze. 

“Well, Mr. Adventure-loving, Two-fisted Man?” 
she smiled. 

Chadwick’s hands were clenched, and his voice 
was somewhat thick—he hardly knew why. His 
answer was not at all what he had intended it to be: 

“I—I—believe I can scale to your requirements, 
Miss Corcoran. At least I can try.” 

“I feel sure you are the man.” Her face sud- 
denly flooded scarlet. “You may be sure that my in- 


vestigation of you was more thorough than you © 
i 


dream. There is a reason, as you will see if you 
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definitely accept. Remember, it will be what the 
children call ‘sight unseen’ all the way through. Even 
in the most trivial matters you must ask no questions. 
If you accept!” she amended. 

“Tf I accept?”’ Chadwick’s blood seemed afire. “‘I 
—I—have accepted, can’t you understand that?’ He 
paused for a second,, and to his nostrils came faintly 
the wild, sweet, pungent scent her card had brought. 
“What is it?’ he queried sharply. ‘What is that 
perfume you use?” 

She frowned—then smiled. 

“I brought a bit of it in my purse for association’s 
sake. It isn’t a perfume. What you smell is the 
odor of the white sage. I love it, and I love the 
land where it grows.” 

“Rosemary,” nodded Chadwick. ‘‘That’s for re- 
membrance.”’ 

Wanda’s eyes lighted. 

“Exactly. Well?” 

White sage! Adventure! Danger! This girl! 
This girl who had come to lead him forever from 
the humdrum, the commonplace, the grinding, the 
sweating, the toiling. She seemed a very goddess 
of adventure. 

He met her gaze. “I accept!’ he said very quietly. 

Her lips parted, and he saw the edge of pearl- 
white teeth unveiled in sheer delight. 

“Good! Already you are running true to form, 
but aren’t you overlooking something, Mr. Chad- 
wick? Aren’t you?” 

He frowned and shook his head. 

_. “Nothing that I can think of.” 
“The remuneration you are to receive?” 


$ 
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The man flushed foolishly. “I hadn’t thought of 
that.” 

The girl’s laugh bubbled out, soft and rich on the 
balmy air. “I expected as much. But as it happens 
I have thought about it. And once you are com- 
mitted to the enterprise, Mr. Chadwick, I am pre- 
pared to place in your hands a certified check for 
twenty-five thousand dollars. Wait—don’t protest. 
It is worth all that to me, and more. Is it enough 
for you?” 

“Tt seems—excessive.” 

“Then it is settled.” She cut short further pro- 
tests in an incisive manner. ‘And now for one more 
important detail.” Again the crimson flooded her 
face. “Mr. Chadwick, are you, by any chance, in 
love, or in any way entangled with a woman? I 
mean engaged or hoping to be engaged—or anything 
—of that sort?” 

“In love? On thirty a week? Lord, no!” 

“Nor any woman you care deeply for?” 

“Absolutely not. I’m heart-whole and fancy-free.” 

For the first time in their brief, strange acquaint- 
anceship she was plainly ill at ease. Her breath came 
in quick gasps, her eyes roved hither and thither, 
like those of a frightened bird. 

“My reason for asking—is She paused, and 
then took the plunge desperately, her voice so low 
that he could scarcely catch the words: “Because, 
Mr, Chadwick, as a first step in this undertaking— 
you will have to marry me!” 


>”? 


CHAPTER III 
A STRANGE BEGINNING 


ea a short space of time Dan’s jaw sagged. Then 
he closed his mouth with a sharp click of even 
teeth. He could do no more than echo: 

“Marry you?” 

Wanda’s eyes danced with a light part of mischief, 
part of sheer embarrassment. 

“Does the price I offer seem less excessive ?” 

“Please! Any man would be honored at the very 
thought of the thing. But ji 

Wanda shook her ‘head. 

“Very prettily said. It is one thing you must over- 
come at the outset—your penchant for paying com- 
pliments. As to why, well, you know I told you you 
must not ask questions—Dan!” She pronounced his 
name very deliberately, yet not without a heightening 
of her color. 

“I merely wanted to know if the step you propose 
was a necessity.” He was fighting to make his 
words matter of course. “Of course, if it is . 

“Not entirely—on that, I might answer in two 
words: Mrs. Grundy! When matters have been 
finally adjusted we will be quietly divorced. I sup- 
pose you now understand why I made such searching 
investigation as to your character?” 

“Y¥e-es,”’ 

“Of course, to the world we will be husband and 
wife, as other men and women are husbands and 
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wives. No one, for a single instant, must suspect 
that we are other than honeymooners.” 

Suddenly they both laughed. Then they rose. 

“And when do we—get married?’ Chadwick 
paused before the final words. 

“Immediately. To-morrow, if agreeable to you. 
I wish to leave the city to-morrow afternoon. We 
can get the license first thing in the morning; be 
married at the probate office, and take the Pacific 
Limited in the afternoon. Can you be ready?” 

“Yes—Wanda—I can be ready. This thing its 
rather the reversal of the usual code, isn’t it?” 

“It is—awkward, but I was forced to the wall, and 
a person will resort to desperate means when he has 
to. All of my plans were made in advance.” 

“And Ill not delay them. All I have to do is to 
telephone the firm that I’ve quit—they’ll not miss me 
—throw some things in a bag and be on deck for my 
role of obedient husband.” 

“Good! I’m at the Prince George. Be there at 
ten in the morning and we'll be married by noon.” 
Once more she had fallen into her manner of matter- 
of-factness, and Chadwick did not know whether to 
be piqued or amused. At length he fell into her 
mood. 

“Good! Ten a. m. at the Prince George.” 

“Let us find a taxi.” She started toward the park 
gate, and Chadwick walked at her side. They passed 
from the oasis in the midst of the desert of brick and 
Stone, signaled a cab with its flag at the disengage 
and Wanda entered, Chadwick gave directions to the 
driver, and the vehicle shot away with a final fare- 
well wave from Chadwick’s future wife. He stood 
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alone until the taxi whirled around a corner and was 
lost to view. 

He looked unseeingly about him in a daze, his 
thoughts chaotic. The sun still shone from its wes- 
tering position. The air was still warm with the 
breath of June and pregnant with early life. To- 
morrow! To-morrow—he was to be married to this 
radiant creature. To-morrow—married and spirited 
away to the unknown West, the West of the white 
sage. He was going to marry her, journey to the 
distant white-sage country, be alone with her, face 
danger for her, fight for her, protect her! 

“Good Lord!’ He moved toward Mrs. Rich- 
mond’s exclusive boarding house at a snail’s pace. 
“Go-o-o-d Lord!” 

Later, he jerked forth from under the bed a hand- 
some suit case, relic of former prosperity, and col- 
lected such things as he would need on the morrow, 
preparatory to packing. Having piled them all in 
readiness, the idea struck him that they were scarcely 
the style of things he would want where he was go- 
ing. But Where was he going? West! The 
white-sage country. Just where was the white-sage 
country? He knew but vaguely. 

“Well,” he smiled, as he lighted his pipe, “I can 
find out from Wanda to-morrow morning just what 
Pil need. This dependence on a woman! Am I 
alive? Or in heaven—plumb deceased ?” 

An hour later the tinny bell summoned him to 
lower realms and cold supper. At its conclusion he 
took Mrs. Richmond aside and announced his imme- 
diate departure. 

Mrs. Richmond made no direct accusations—ver- 
bally. But she expressed no regrets. The woman 
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had called in the afternoon. Chadwick admitted she 
was a stranger, and then had left the house with her. 
Now he announced that he was forever departing 
from her world of transients. Mrs. Richmond’s lips 
were tight set as she received announcement of his 
departure. Then when he went to his room she 
sought her best friend to recount the whole strange 
experience and to portray her own uncompromising 
attitude as proof positive of the exclusiveness of her 
ménage, 

Morning found Chadwick at the Prince George 
thirty full minutes ahead of time. Wanda came 
down in response to his card, neat, trim suited, fresh 
colored, confident. Chadwick noticed, with a strange 
feeling, that there was a hint of shyness in her man- 
ner. After all, this was their wedding day, and 
however platonic their marriage might be, one’s wed- 
ding day is not as other days. 

She ordered Dan to check his bag, call a taxicab, 
and drive to the license office. Once that was at- 
tended to though, she became the conventional bride- 
to-be, allowing Chadwick the pleasure of attending to 
all details. She flushed as the marriage ceremony 
was performed. At its conclusion they descended to 
the street again, legally man and wife. Somehow 
their eyes did not meet. 

They returned to the hotel. There it was that 
Wanda placed in Dan’s hands a certified check for 
twenty-five thousand dollars. 

It was his turn to blush. He lifted his eyes to 
hers from the bit of paper in his hand. 

“I hope you will believe, Wanda, that I am not 
doing this merely for the money, I—feel funny 
about it, and fi 
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“Don’t have any scruples about it, Dan. You see, 
you're really in my employ. Take my advice and get 
it deposited immediately. Draw some ready cash, 
and when you get back, we’ll have lunch.” 

He was reminded of his own personal needs. 

“I don’t know just how much I will want,” he 
confessed. “Just what sort of togs should I take? I 
only have city clothes now, you know.” 

Wanda rose. “I didn’t think of that. Let me go 
with you, and I can select in a minute precisely what 
you will need. Lunch can wait until we’ve attended 
to that. Then you can get that check put through. 
Just introduce me at the bank as your wife. You 
might as well get used to that now as later.” 

An idea struck Chadwick forcibly. She seemed 
determined to have herself known as his wife; she 
had a specific reason. What was it? Why was she 
So anxious? But he had agreed to obey every man- 
date blindly, and he nodded assent. He had made his 
bed—he would lie in it. 


CHAPTER IV 
THEIR WEDDING JOURNEY 


HEY drove to the bank, where Chadwick created 
two sensations; first by the size of the check he 
deposited, and secondly with the introduction of 
Wanda as his wife. They left there, followed by a 
battery of sly winks and comments of “Lucky dog! 
He married money—and got it!” 

Next came the clothes. Mr. and Mrs. Chadwick 
went on a round of buying, not without some pecu- 
liar sensations to both, and not without some sur- 
prise at the familiarity she showed at details of mas- 
culine apparel. 

He was intensely interested in the articles which 
she selected, and they wound up their rounds at a 
large sporting-goods house, where Wanda, with ex- 
pertness, selected a heavy revolver and a smaller but 
more wicked-looking automatic. 

Three o’clock found them in the dining room of 
the Prince George, and there, under the half light of 
the “whisper room,” with its cool colors, its green- 
éry, its softly glowing lights, she ordered an elaborate 
luncheon. 

“Isn’t it beautiful, Dan? Oh, these dwellers in the 
city have their luxuries, all right, but after a time it 
palls. It’s fairylike, but it is artificial, and one can- 
not stand too much artificiality. It cloys. It isn’t 
the wide, warm sweep under God’s sky where the 
wind comes sweet with the odor of ie 

“The white sage.” 
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Her eyes lighted. “Just that. The dear, little 
baby sage. I love it. I love the hills and the sun 
and the wind of the open!’ 

“We're going there?” 

“Yes, we're going there.” For a brief instant 
trouble brooded in her eyes. Chadwick’s question 
had brought memory. 

Wanda ate heartily, at which Chadwick approved. 
It proved her one to face an issue squarely and with 
no weakly feminine giving way to nerves. At the 
conclusion of the meal, Wanda took him to her 
rooms, where he found a new, small, leather trunk 
and a steamer trunk, both of which Wanda had ad- 
vised. While he packed his new things she made a 
trip to the telephone and reassured herself about 
schedules and reservations for the evening’s train, 
and immediately she requested the office to send up 
her bill and arrange for a transfer to take their 
trunks to the depot. 

“T've engaged a section,” she said to him, as he 
bent over his packing. “I hope you won’t mind 
sleeping in an upper, but you see ” Her face 
flushed redly. “I thought we would seem more— 
married—if I took a single section instead of two 
lowers.” 

Dan gave her a glance. “We are married,” he de- 
clared quietly. 

For a moment she exhibited utter confusion. 

“Yes—I know, of course—but . 

“You have a reason for wanting everybody to 
know it, and think it. Very well. Don’t explain, [I 
understand that much.” He did not add that this, of 
all things, puzzled him most. What motive could 
She have in convincing mere strangers, traveling ac- 
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quaintances, bank clerks, hotel bell hops that they 
were married? It was beyond him, and he was 
bound to silence. 

She seated herself suddenly on the steamer trunk 
and faced him. “I’ve been terribly bold—terribly 
unwomanly—haven’t I, Dan?” 

Chadwick delayed his answer for an instant. Then 
he spoke deliberately, judicially : 

“No-o! Not under the circumstances. You seem 
to be in trouble—fighting desperately for something 
you must value very highly. You needed my help 
and, of course, you had to have the marriage cere- 
mony performed in order to guard yourself. The 
law of self-preservation, the simplest of all laws.” 

He strode across the room, huge and commanding, 
and placed himself before her. “Well, we're in it 
now, Wanda, and I’m going to help you. And I 
want you to know that I understand that you have a 
reason for wanting even strangers to know that we 
are married, and I shall see that they do know it.” 

“Thank you, Dan.” 

The men arrived to take the trunks. They were 
all strapped quickly, and the men departed. Then 
they donned their wraps, summoned a bell hop for 
their bags, and it was a taxi once more. At the 
depot, Wanda purchased two tickets for a town of 
which Dan had never heard, but which she said was 
in Nevada, and these she handed him, along with the 
Pullman tickets. 

He noticed that the girl at his side had become 
silent and distraught. She glanced now here, now 
there, as though on the lookout for some one—some 
one, he fancied, whom she did not particularly care 
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to see. Her scrutiny of all who crossed the range of 
her vision held an unvoiced fear, akin to terror. 

Once he spoke to her, seeking to distract her at- 
tention. She answered absently, without giving him 
her eyes, certainly not giving him her mind. Curi- 
osity prompted him to inspect his tickets. He saw 
they were made out to Ruth, Nevada. He had never 
heard of the place. 

Her visual search continued. Her face was pale; 
she was beset with some abiding, clutching fear. 
There was some one in the city—this city—who 
menaced. Of that Dan felt certain. Why? 

The question almost leaped to his lips. Then he 
remembered the greatest puzzle of the enigma—he 
was forbidden to inquire. Yet he sensed her fear, 
and he spent the time before their train was called in 
studying the crowd and the woman beside him, that 
he might catch her expression when she finally saw 
the person whom she sought. 

He judged that she failed to find him and their 
train was called. As they passed the barriers and 
descended the stairway, she brightened visibly and, 
by contrast with her previous mood, was almost 
vivacious. 

The train started, and the lighted interior of the 
station slipped past. They dived beneath a great 
river and headed on the long race into the—for 
Chadwick—unknown country and unknown future. 
He glanced at his wife. She lay back in her seat, her 
lissome figure relaxed. There was a soft smile on 
her lips, and she had closed her eyes. 

She seemed perfectly at ease and wonderfully re- 
lieved! 

Probably twenty minutes elapsed before a word 
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was spoken, and it was Wanda who broke the silence. 
She spoke softly, and scarcely opening her eyes: 

“TI am very happy, Dan. Very glad about—some- 
thing.” 

Chadwick glanced at her curiously. It was patent 
that her remark had to do with her failure to find 
the face for which she had searched in the depot. 
He did not voice his conjecture, however; he was 
pledged not to pry. 

“I’m glad, Wanda, if we have made a good begin- 
ning. Let us hope the good fortune will hold to the 
end.” 

The moments flew by and then the ebony porter 
was working swiftly, making down the berths for 
the more tired passengers as he appraised each of 


V them from the corners of his keen, shining eyes, 
: wondering to himself at the size of the tip to be 

\ / received. 

\ Chadwick rose abruptly as the girl yawned. “I'll 


| tell the porter to make up the section, Wanda. Then 
; I'll trot into the smoker and have a cigar. See you 
in the morning, Good night!” 
“Good night, Dan!” 
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CHAPTER V 
DISTURBED SLEEP 


E summoned the porter and ordered both berths 

made. Then he ensconced himself comfortably 
in the smoker, where he listened in a disinterested 
manner to the ribald jests and stories of three veteran 
knights of the grip. 

Eventually he tossed away the stump of his second 
cigar, made his way down the swaying aisle of the 
car, slipped a crisp dollar bill into the waiting hand 
of the porter, who came bustling forward with the 
ladder, and a few minutes later he was stretched out 
rather uncomfortably in his berth. 

There he lay for a long, long time, dimly conscious 
of the click of the wheels, the swaying of the flying 
cars, the shrill blasts of the locomotive whistle. Once, 
urged by a whimsy, he pushed the curtains away 
from the edge of the berth and gave ear to the sound 
of the girl’s soft, regular breathing. She was ap- 
parently sleeping soundly, lost, for the time, to the 
trouble which beset her. Dan smiled, then his heart 
contracted strangely. After all, she was his wife, 
but that was all he knew of her. She had vouch- 
safed no facts about herself, save that she was of the 
white sage, and to that fairy country they were trav- 
eling, together to face life in its concentrated form, 
alone with each other. 

Chadwick dozed. How long he slept he did not 
know, but he waked as a glimmer of light fell across 


Se 


34 WANDA OF THE WHITE SAGE 


his upturned face. He let his eyes turn to the left, 
and as he looked he saw the rings of the curtains 
which extended from the rail above the upper berth 
to the floor, move very slightly, very slowly, as 
though impelled by a supercautious hand. 

Dan trembled, more with excitement and surprise 
than with fear. Then, without making any sound 
which could have been heard above the pounding of 
the wheels, he slid over toward the edge of the 
berth and peered below. He stiffened, and his big 
hands gripped the coverlets tightly, 

Below him a man, dark-clad, and visible in the 
half light of the dimmed electrics, was standing in 
the aisle, as close as possible to Wanda’s berth. One 
heavy hand had drawn back the curtains, and the 
man was peering closely into the berth where his— 
Chadwick’s—wife lay. 

A sudden flame of passion seared Chadwick. 
Softly, swiftly he tensed the muscles of his right 
arm. Silently he leaned over and struck viciously at 
the intruder’s head. 

The man fell back with a suppressed oath, and 
stared up at Chadwick’s flaring eyes, 

“What are you doing here?” rasped the man above. 
“Tell me, or, by God, I'll That is my wife’s 
berth. If you're looking for trouble ie 

“I—I—beg your pardon,” said the man gruffly, 
“I was looking for my own berth.” 

The man moved off down the aisle. He was a 
big man; that much Chadwick had seen at the com- 
mencement of the little incident. He frowned. Had 
the stranger spoken the truth? Chadwick shot his 
head again over the side of the berth just in time to 
see the man disappearing around the woman’s dress- 
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ing-room end of the Pullman. There was no smoker 
at that end and it was plain that he was headed for 
the next car. 

If the man belonged in the next car why had he 
mistaken a berth in this car for his? The thing was 
laughably out of the question. He hadn't. He had 
come into the car for a definite purpose, and that 
purpose was to see if the woman in lower eleven 
were really Wanda. 

Dan found himself confronted by a new problem. 
Should he tell Wanda of the incident when he saw 
her in the morning? He puzzled the question for 
a long time. It was possible that the chap had made 
a mistake. If so, his recounting the experience to 
Wanda might serve to unduly alarm her. He de- 
cided not to say anything until he knew that she had 
seen the man. If she appeared to recognize him, he 
would tell her of the occurrence; otherwise not. He 
turned over and dropped into a tired, dreamless sleep. 

He waked in the morning with the occurrence of 
the previous midnight troubling him, nagging him 
out of all possibility of clear thinking. In the clear 
light of day it loomed more peculiar than the night 
before. He rose, dressed, and made his way slowly 
through the train, intent on recognizing the midnight 
prowler in the daylight. He walked through every 
car and searched the face of every passenger. Then 
he swore softly. He could not find his man. 

At length Chadwick, baffled, questioned the porter 
of the car ahead regarding the stranger. He de- 
scribed him accurately. The porter remembered the 
man, and asserted that he had left the train at day- 
light. ‘Dan felt that this either solved or heightened 
the mystery. Perhaps, after all, the man had been 
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a mere prowler, with no definite purpose for mistak- 
ing a berth. Certainly, in view of the newest devel- 
opments, it would be totally unnecessary to tell 
Wanda of it, and thus give her needless worry. 

He returned to his own section and found the 
curtains of the lower berth pushed back. It was evi- 
dent that Wanda had waked and gone to the wom- 
an’s dressing room to refresh herself. The porter, 
at Dan’s bidding, made up the section, and Chadwick 
seated himself, smiling out at the June landscape. 

“Maybe that thing last night was accident,” he 
smiled. “I’m looking for unusual things to happen, 
and so I suppose I am in the mental condition to 
misconstrue even the most innocent occurrences.” 

Then Wanda joined him, fresh and rosy from her 
slumbers, and smiling happily. 

Morning and the miles fled, and they reached 
Chicago on time. They made their transfer, caught 
another train which Wanda said she preferred, and 
stopped at the telegraph office so that she might wire 
of their arrival. Then they boarded a second train 
and once more slipped into the open country at an in- 
creasing speed. 

“Off on the second lap,” said the girl softly. 
“Only one more change of cars now.” 

“Where is that?” 

“Cobre, Nevada. We take the Nevada Northern 
from there to Ruth.” 

“Ruth is our destination?” 

“Oh, dear, no! But it’s where the railroad stops. 
After that we face a long, thirty-five mile drive. The 
tailroad used to run to Veteran and still has a track 
to Kimberly, but Veteran is totally defunct and 
Kimberly nearly so, and now the train has its ter- 
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minus at Ruth. You've heard of the ghost cities of 
Nevada, haven’t you?” 

“The ghost cities?’ Was occultism to enter into 
the strangeness of things? Wanda caught his puz- 
zled inflection and smiled brightly. 

“Yes—ghost cities! They are the mushroom towns 
which were given birth overnight on the heels of a 
mineral strike, thrived marvelously until the discov- 
ered pay streaks petered out, or until the water sup- 
ply disappeared, and then were deserted by their 
makers and left—gray, gaunt ghosts of dead hopes. 
Veteran is just such a town. Kimberly is rapidly 
reaching for that classification. These deserted cities 
are for all the world like graveyards.” Quite 
abruptly she changed the subject: “Dan do you 
ride?” 

“A horse? No, I’m afraid I’m not much at it.” 

“You must learn. There’s little else to do. I will 
teach you, and then we'll take long rides together.” 

He grinned somewhat ruefully. 

“T'm afraid that at first I’d better practice alone. 
I’ve got a notion that you've grown up in the saddle, 
and that I’d be a rather comic figure, and no man’s 
ego is so lacking that he cares to clown for a 
woman.” 

“Pshaw! As for me, I’ve always ridden, even 
since 1 can remember. I’ve a mount of my own— 
oh, he’s a red-eyed, full-blooded devil!’ 

The man stared as she burst out laughing. 

“Oh, we get on well together! Pepper knows that 
I am his master. The name suits him—he’s fiery. 
He’s naturally bad and naturally good. You wait— 
he’ll buck like a steer the first time I mount him 
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when we get back, just to show his displeasure at 
my leaving him.” 

“You mean—he’s an outlaw? You're in the 
habit of riding that sort of a mount?” 

“Well, they say I can ride anything once I get a 
leg over. But it’s been a long time since I pressed 
leather, and it'll be great fun.” 


CHAPTER VI 
A SECOND APPEARANCE 


OR a short time the girl sat dreaming. Then 

she turned to him: “I wish I could make you 
see it right now. The wind in your face and 
stretches of golden country. When you ride home 
in a bowl of sage-studded valley between misty, pur- 
ple hills, an aura of silver mist, and the breath of 
the sage accompanying you on the evening wind.” 

“Always the white sage? You must love it?” 

She opened her purse and drew forth her bit of 
the dried plant, a bit sadly shriveled, but retaining 
its pungent spice. ‘“That’s all I have of it now, but 
out where we're going there are miles and miles of 
it. And there’s another sage, too; the shadscale, 
which grows all bunchy. The sheep eat that. And 
then, too, there is the black sage, which grows to a 
height of four and five feet, and down in the valleys 
there are willows and chokecherry trees along the 
streams. It’s all very lovely—and a part of me.” 

“You must have lived on a ranch.” 

“The Bar Z. It lies in the White River Valley at 
the forks of the White River, between the Egan 
Mountains, which bound the valley on the east, and 
the White Pine Range, which forms its western 
boundary. It used to be a great, natural garden, 
and in those days we had cattle on a thousand hills. 
I’ve ridden at many a rodeo when I was a youngster. 
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I can sling a lariat and cinch a saddle and throw a 
diamond hitch on a pack at need.” 

“You say ‘used to be.’ Isn’t the Bar Z what it 
used to be?” 

‘“‘No-o-o! There’s been some sort of natural 
change taking place in that section. Places which 
used to be plentifully supplied with water a few 
years ago are practically dry now. That was the 
real reason Veteran was abandoned. Take our val- 
ley, for instance. Most of the beautiful springs 
which abounded there have dried up and the White 
River is nearly dry all year, except when the winter 
snows melt in the springtime; but some of the springs 
hold out—I believe there is sufficient water for the 
raising of blooded stock.” She broke off abruptly, 
and Chadwick was left with the impression that for 
some reason she felt that she had said too much. 

“And you have lived there always?? Dan was 
puzzled at her evident education. It didn’t jibe with 
such surroundings as she described. 

“Yes—and no. I wasn’t born there, but the fam- 
ily moved there when I was a child, and since then I 
have lived back and forth. I have been to school 
and college, but always I have wanted to get back. 
The Bar Z has always been home to me.” 

“I suppose the Bar Z is your brand?” 

“Yes, A dash and a capital Z. It was run on the 
flank of many a sterling steer in the old days. You'll 
see it on Pepper’s hindquarters when we get there 
and he tries to buck me off,” 

“Tm liable to see nothing but stars,” he grinned, 
“unless you find me tamer horseflesh than Pepper to 
start with.” 

“TI start you on one of the driving horses whose 
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spirit is quite broken. But Pepper—he’s irrepressible. 
He has never conceded finally that I am his master, 
and every once in a while he tries to throw me. It’s 
a constant battle of wits.” 

“I’m betting on the woman if that’s the case.” 

“Oh!? Wanda caught her breath sharply. “I 
hope you are a very good prophet—about woman’s 
wit.” It struck Chadwick forcibly that she had 
twisted his idle remark to apply to the undertaking 
she had in hand. 

She fell into thoughts of her own, and when he 
saw that her conversation was finished for the time 
being, he rose, excused himself, and sought the 
men’s club car. He did not return until the first call 
for dinner sounded. He found her waiting, and 
they were assigned a table far toward the rear of 
the car. 

They ordered and were awaiting the service of 
the meal before Chadwick noticed that anything was 
wrong. Twice he addressed a remark to her without 
answer of any sort. He raised his eyes and caught 
the expression of her face. His breath was sud- 
denly arrested. Her face delineated near-tragedy. 

She sat opposite him, facing the sweep of the car. 
Her face had been robbed of its color and her eyes 
were wide, startled, staring. Her lips were parted, 
but she did not seem to breathe. One hand was 
clutching the edge of the table, crumpling the snowy 
linen. She appeared shocked into arrested anima- 
tion, and Dan imagined that she was about to faint. 

He leaned toward her. “Wanda!” he sibilated 
sharply. She was staring beyond and behind him. 
“Wanda!” 

She caught her breath in a manner akin to a 
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strangled gasp, her eyelids flickered for an instant, 
and she turned full toward him. Very slowly her 
fingers relaxed their grip on the table edge, and her 
lips closed. 

“That—that—man!” she articulated. Then, with- 
out further explanation, she rose, steadied herself 
against the table, and walked out of the car. 

She swayed more than the car, and twice Chad- 
wick saw her pause to steady herself. She looked 
neither to the right nor left as she rounded the 
kitchen and made her way toward the Pullman. 

He was torn with desire to find the cause of this 
strange agitation. Some one, something, in that car 
had unnerved her completely, robbed her of all poise, 
all command of self. 

He called his waiter and paid his check, the meal 
untouched, Then he turned for a swift inspection of 
the car. No face with which he was familiar met 
his searching gaze, but he felt that his effort was not 
entirely in vain. 

Two tables back, and on the opposite side of the 
car, he saw a man sitting, and for a fleeting instant 
their gazes met. The man’s gaze was level. He 
had a heavy face, a thick nose, and a small, black 
mustache, the ends of which were curled. Seen 
briefly, he gave the impression of a casual traveling 
man for some prosperous house. He was well 
groomed, perfectly self-possessed, and at ease, He 
met Chadwick’s stare in a blank manner for about 
five seconds. Then he looked toward the scudding 
landscape. 

But—he had been eying Dan’s table as Dan had 
turned. There wasn’t a doubt of it. He had been 
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staring, and on his lips had been a knowing smile. 
He had been surprised, and therefore forced to meet 
Chadwick’s glance. Chadwick felt that it was his 
heavy-lidded stare which had so disconcerted Wanda, 
and that he was the man she had mentioned gasp- 
ingly just before she left the diner. 

He tried to appear as though the black-mustached 
man had made no impression on him as he swung 
around and strolled from the car. Then, when once 
out of sight, he quickened his pace and nearly ran 
in search of his wife. 

She was sitting in their section, her bloodless face 
turned toward the window. Her eyes were wide and 
staring, yet, he fancied, seeing nothing. One hand, 
lying in her lap, was clenched tightly. He seated 
himself beside her. 

“Wanda—who was that man?” 

She faced him squarely. Her eyes were filled 
with trouble. 

“Please, Dan—you promised to ask no questions.” 

Chadwick flushed with annoyance. His pledge was 
to be harder than he imagined. He longed to help 
her, comfort her, reassure her—yet all channels to 
confidence were closed to him. She had surrounded 
herself with an impenetrable mantle of mystery. 

“But he frightened you. I thought you were 
about to faint. There is something about him—to 
affect you that way. It is not like you.” 

“You saw him?’ Her voice was husky. 

“The man with the black mustache? Yes.” 

The girl sighed deeply. “I can’t explain, Dan. I 
can’t tell a thing.” She was almost pleading with 
him. “I would like to—but I can’t; believe that, 
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Dan, won’t you? But one think I will say—wher- 
ever that man crosses my track, the object for which 
I have risked everything, for which I have sought 
you, is in grave danger of defeat. I myself am in 
jeopardy from him. Perhaps—I don’t know—that 
may help you to understand my agitation.” 


CHAPTER VII 
IN THE DARK 


Cn stared unseeingly from the car win- 
dow for a few seconds, then turned sharply and 
spoke on impulse: 

“Then he is the man you expected to see in the 
New York depot the day we started this trip?” 

Wanda stiffened. Her voice was very sharp in 
answer : 

“What do you mean?” 

“You were looking for some one. A blind man 
could have noticed that much. You appeared as 
though you expected to see him, and were relieved 
when you did not. But you must have been unob- 
servant, or he unusually clever. Because he was 
there.” 

“There! What do you know about it? How do 
you know he was there?” 

“I don’t mean this black-mustached fellow. I 
mean another and seemingly heavier-set man. And 
the reason I know he was there is because I know 
he was on the train with us that first night.” Very 
graphically he sketched the story of the midnight 
Pullman prowler, and the girl’s face blanched. 

“Oh!” she cried. ‘Why didn’t you tell me? Why 
didn’t you? We could have doubled back so easily 
and thrown them from the track. And now it 1s 
too late. And we could have thrown them from the 
scent so easily—then.” 
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Chadwick flushed, part with guilt and part with 
righteous indignation for her condemnation of the 
course he had pursued in his blind effort to save her 
from needless worry. 

“I’m sorry,” he retorted rather stiffly. “If they’re 
that hot after you, I suppose that chap wired this 
one when he left the train and he picked us up at 
Chicago; followed us in the transfer and all that. 
You see, when a situation of that sort arises, I don’t 
know what to do. I am in the dark in a strange 
land. I merely did what I thought best for you.” 

Wanda impulsively covered his hand with hers, and 
he trembled at the contact. 

“IT know, Dan. I understand. And it can’t be 
helped now. And I’m sorry I can’t explain. You'll 
have to continue in the dark for a while. You're not 
expected to do anything except what I order,” 
Wanda reminded him, with a sudden gritty stiffen- 
ing of her shoulders. ‘Don’t forget that you agreed 
to follow my directions without question.” 

“Very well. And are there any commands for 
your hired man to obey at this special moment?” 
It was boyish pique, and he regretted the words as 
soon as uttered. For an instant her eyes met his, 
and there was pain, disappointment, and surprise in 
their depths. 

“No!” she said simply, and turned quietly to stare 
into the night. 

Principally because there was nothing else to do, 
and because he felt that he had been a boor, he rose 
and stalked away down the aisle. He entered the 
club car in a rather savage mood and seated himself 
in a comfortable padded chair. Idly he let his gaze 
wander about the car, and almost the first person on 
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whom his eyes rested was the mysterious man with 
the black, curly mustache. The man was seated near 
the fore part of the car, facing Dan, and playing 
cards with three other men. 

Engaged in his present occupation, the-man looked 
every bit the harmless traveling man, yet Dan knew 
that he personified danger. He fought down the 
impulse to stride forward, draw the stranger into the 
aisle, tell him who he—Chadwick—was, and demand 
an explanation of his prowling presence. The very 
fact that such a course was out of the question 
served to enrage Chadwick, whose temper was at 
the breaking point with anger at himself, due to 4 
realization of the somewhat caddish mannet he had 
just acted toward his wife. 

Who the devil was the fellow, anyway? And 
what was his object? Dan smiled grimly—he was 
merely another element injected into a situation of 
impenetrable mystery. He wondered grimly whether 
this were the man for whom his two revolvers had 
been bought; whether they would clash physically be- 
fore the strange commission was fulfilled. And as 
Dan wondered, he stared at the man, and eventually 
the man lifted his eyes to Chadwick’s. His gaze was 
level, steady—and wholly unafraid. 

The man’s action then excited Dan’s silent admira- 
tion. The stranger appeared to dismiss Dan from 
his mind, and he returned quietly to his game, play- 
ing with calm interest. Dan punched a convenient 
button and ordered a black panetela. T his he 
smoked in gloomy introspection, which served only 
to nag his nerves into greater unrest. Then he rose 
ana sought his berth in the Pullman. 

Wanda had already retired. Dan mounted to the 
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upper and undressed with difficulty, then stretched 
himself out as best he could in the narrow quarters. 
The flying wheels pounded and rattled and sang be- 
neath him, going West, West, West—to the white 
sage. A draft fanned through the car and swayed 
the curtains. He wondered what it all meant, whither 
it all led. Then he tried to fool himself—he said, 
half aloud, that he did not care. 

The following morning both were up early. After 
their little clash of the Previous evening her manner 
was cold, and his awkward. He Suggested that she 
might wish to avoid the diner, and therefore break- 
fast might be served in their section. This offer she 
curtly refused and marched toward the diner, her 
head held high. Dan followed, and it struck him 
that this was a game effort on her part to retrieve 
the incriminating effect which must have been pro- 
duced by her first shocked and startled Shrinking 
under the unexpected and searching scrutiny of the 
man with the black mustache. Whether that was it, 
Or whether it wasn't, certainly she ate all her meals 
thereafter in the diner, and gave no heed whatever 
to the stares of the black-mustached man. 

Dan marveled at her poise, and almost found him- 
self converted to the belief that he had exaggerated 
conditions. And yet She suffered! He be- 
came acutely aware of that fact as the lines of men- 
tal travail crept into her face. And he tried his best 
to play up to her attitude of utter indifference, al- 
though with the very doing of it the germ of intense 
anger against the cause of her worry was thriving 
in his brain, and he was becoming the victim of a 
dull, smoldering anger against the man with the black 
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mustache. He felt that he would welcome the chance 
to try conclusions with this Nemesis. 

He was due for another surprise when the train at 
length reached the land of rolling sagebrush plains 
and smooth hills. For there, instead of showing in- 
creased depression and greater fear, her mood light- 
ened, and she became a semblance of the laughing 
Wanda he had first met. 

They reached the sagebrush country one evening, 
and a little later night came down and veiled the 
landscape. A moon arose in the glory of its full- 
ness and turned the waste to a s€a of purple and 
silver, and Chadwick found himself enthralled with 
its mystic beauty. 

Early morning brought them to Ely, and a little 
later, after flying for a few twisting miles through 
the tumbled flanks of the Egan Ranch, they reached 
Ruth, where men were busily engaged in digging 
from the hills the buried wealth and sending it forth 
into the world. 

From the corner of a building came a man in 
Occidental clothing, but with face of yellow and 
eyes brown as chestnut and glinting between their 
slanting, narrow lids. His lips were twisted into 
what was meant to be a genial smile as he advanced 
toward them. 

Wanda’s hand went out. “Woo!” she cried de- 
lightedly. 

“Ah, Missie Jlanet! Goo’ mornling!’ answered 
the Chinaman. “Catchum one teleglam las’ night, six 
clockee mebbe. Dlive all night. Howdydo?” 

“You had to drive all night? Poor Woo Yt See 
turned to her husband. “Dan, this is Ah Woo, my 
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very good friend, whom I have known all my life. 
Ah Woo—this is Mr. Chadwick, my husband.” 

Save for a slight blinking of the eyes, the face of 
the Oriental changed no whit, in so far as Chadwick 
could discern. He put out his hand in the frank, 
Western manner. 

‘How do, Misser Chladwick!” he greeted, in soft 
linguals. ‘You mally Missie Jlanet you catchum one 
fline, little gel.” 

“T agree with you, Woo,” answered Dan heartily, 
taking the outstretched hand and glancing amusedly 
at the suddenly scarlet face of the girl. He turned 
his gaze back to the man before him, and noticed, 
with some surprise, that the close-cropped black hair 
was beginning to develop a sprinkle of gray. 

“T want to go over to Billy’s,” said Wanda quietly. 
“I’m hungry and want some breakfast and, of course, 
I want a hamper of lunch fixed up for the drive 
home.” 

“Alle li’. Hoss an’ lagon lound house. You come 
lide over Billy’s li’llee way.” 

They secured their trunks, and Chadwick helped 
the Chinaman make them secure on the back of the 
light wagon to which a couple of clean-limbed, deep- 
chested horses were hitched. Then he assisted 
Wanda to one of the two front seats. Ah Woo took 
the driver’s seat, tightened the reins, clucked, and the 
horses lunged eagerly into action, whipping the light 
wagon swirlingly through the heavy dust of the main 
street of Ruth. 

At last the wagon jerked to a halt before a tiny 
place which Chadwick fancied was Billy's, and that 
Billy's was a restaurant, He leaped to the ground, 
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assisted the girl to alight, and held open the door 
for her. 

She passed in as though on familiar territory and 
walked toward a table midway of the row along one 
wall, where sat a middle-aged man in a soiled white 
coat, who stared at her frankly before nodding reply 
to her greeting with a jerk of his head. 

They seated themselves at an adjoining table. The 
individual to whom Wanda had spoken strolled leis- 
urely to them and leaned confidentially on the table. 

“Ain’t seen you f’r quite a spell, Miss Corcoran.” 

“T’ve been East. But it isn’t ‘Miss Corcoran’ now, 
Billy. This Mr. Chadwick—my husband. Dan, this 
is Mr. Lund—Billy, we alftall him.” 

“Sho now, ye don’t say so!’ The fellow grinned, 
and Dan found himself gazing into a pair of mild 
blue eyes. “Is that a fact, now?” Billy Lund ex- 
tended a grimy paw. “Pleased to meet up with ye, 
Mister Chadwick.” 

They shook hands. Wanda ordered, and Billy 
Lund shuffled to the rear of the place to call the 
order loudly through a round hole. 

“You goin’ out to the Bar Z?” he asked casually, 
as he strolled back to draw coffee from a nickeled 
percolator which stood over a bright flame. 

“Ves, Woo met us at the station with the rig, 
and will drive us out.” 

“I ain’t seen it for a long time,’’ commented Lund 
idly. ‘They tell me it’s all run down in the last two 
year. I heerd as how Marvin was sayin’ it warn’t 
wuth a dollar an acre. That right?’ He set two 
cups brimming with the dark fluid which passed for 
coffee before Chadwick and Wanda. | 
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“Tt’s—well, it’s not what it used to be before the 


springs started going dry.” 

“Oh, well,” laughed Lund easily, “I’m guessin’ that 
Marvin cleaned up a good stake, at that. He don’t 
seem to be wantin’ f’r nothin’.” Chadwick imagined 
that the fellow eyed Wanda rather keenly as he 
spoke, but he wasn’t sure. Maybe it was just his 
imagination, or his ignorance of the free-and-easy 
Western way. Wanda, for her part, merely nodded. 

“Yes,” she answered noncommittally, “Marvin did 
pretty well.” 

A’ strident voice bawled unintelligibly from the 
rear. Lund brought their meal. They ate, paid their 
Score, and left, taking with them a huge basket of 
lunch prepared by the ready Billy. Woo was wait- 
ing, and they climbed into the rig, and they rattled 
out of the town on the first leg of what Wanda 
promised would be an all-day drive. 


CHAPTER VIII 
JIM MARVIN 


T was all new and wonderful to Chadwick, and he 
looked his fill at the funny, little, straggling town, 
at the surrounding hills, at the unpainted buildings 
about the mine shafts, and at the raw color 
splotchings. 

He drank in great drafts of the fresh, bracing air, 
unlike any air he had ever before known, with its 
crisp purity and its mingled breath of pine and sage. 
It was like a tonic, and he threw back his big shoul- 
ders, looked at Wanda, and smiled. 

They swung out of town along what seemed a 
main pike, running in a general westerly direction. 
Woo sat hunched on the front seat, driving without 
any seeming effort, his rough, felt hat pulled well 
down over his beady eyes, to shield them from the 
glare of the sun. For about a mile they swung 
along at a good clip, and then a horseman came into 
view, approaching them at an easy trot on his large, 
rangy sorrel. 

So far as Dan could see there was nothing in the 
episode which should cause comment. And for him- 
self he would not have given the rider a glance or 
thought, except that from the girl there came a dis- 
tinct intaking of breath—it was almost a gasp. He 
turned swiftly. Wanda was sitting bolt upright, lips 
tightly compressed and a little quiver twitching her 
straight little nose. 
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So much he saw, and then the big sorrel and its 
rider were upon them. The man dragged off a big 
tan Stetson and edged insinuatingly toward the 
wagon. In the first appraising glance, Chadwick saw 
that his nose was high-bridged and almost sharply 
pointed, and that his eyes were very dark under 
beetling brows. At sight of the girl the lips had re- 
laxed into a smile; thin lips they were, and the chin 
was prominent. 

“Hello, Wanda! Hold up a bit, Woo!” he called, 
in mingled greeting and direction. “Well, well, 
young lady—so you’ve come home at last?” 

“How do you do, Mr. Marvin! Yes, I’m home 
again.” 

Dan was conscious that this was the second time 
that morning he had heard of Marvin, and again 
there flashed into his mind recollection of Billy 
Lund’s peculiar expression at mention of the man. 

Marvin grinned—Chadwick fancied with malicious 
interest. 

“And I see you brung back that black-mustached 
fellow who was hangin’ around here this spring. 
How’d you do that? I met him back on the edge of 
Kimberly as I was ridin’ in. He was headed over 
Hamilton way. Seems he must like this section of 
the country, judgin’ by the way he hangs around. He 
was ridin’ hossback in a derby hat. There jes’ ain’t 
no accountin’ fer tastes.’’ 

“No,” said Wanda, “there isn’t. One sometimes 
shows very bad taste in selecting one’s friends.” 

Marvin pulled down his chin and his grin widened, 
disclosing two rows of strong, white teeth. 

“Sho now, Wanda,” he chuckled. “Ye ain't 
changed at all, have ye?” He allowed his glance to 
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rest on the uncomfortable Chadwick. “That mus- 
tached guy don’t seem to be the only male human ye 
brought back, either. Who's y’r friend?” 

“Mr, Chadwick is my husband!” 

“What?” Marvin sat back in his saddle so sud- 
denly that he involuntarily stuck spurs to his horse, 
and the animal reared. For a moment his flashing, 
bold eyes searched the face of the girl, then his lips 
opened again: ‘‘Well—I’ll just be everlastingly 
damned!” With which he clapped spurs to his 
mount in earnest and swept away in a surging gallop. 
The soft wind of early morning swept back to the 
ears of those in the wagon the sound of a taunting, 
ribald laugh. 

Chadwick’s cheeks were burning. His eyes darted 
to the face of the woman beside him, and his voice 
was not quite steady—albeit it was authoritative— 
when he spoke: 

“Wanda, who is that man?’ 

But tense as were his own emotions, he was quite 
unprepared for the answer which burst from her lips 
in venomous accents. 

“He’s one man”—her voice was steely and deadly 
—‘“that I hope some day you will be man enough to 
kill, and let me see after he is dead?’ 

Dan’s breath stuck in ‘his throat.. There could be 
no doubting her mortal hatred of the man. It was a 
naked hate; a hate such as cannot exist in a civilized 
veneer. It showed the woman to Chadwick in a new 
light... 

‘“You—you spoke to him?” 

“Y know him as one knows his bitterest enemy. I 
know him as one knows a snake. I spoke to him as 
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one speaks to a thief. Drive on, Woo! You know 
Jim Marvin for what he is, don’t you, Woo?” 

“Him one dlam blad man. Gee dap!” 

““He, too, hates that man?” . 

~ wea.” , 

“Why? What is there between them?” 

Wanda laughed harshly at the question. 

“Between them? Nothing! Not a thing!” 

Once more Dan sensed that he had struck the 
blank wall of her reserve. He changed the conversa- 
tional channel abruptly: 

“Hamilton lies west of here?” 

ah ds 

“It is a town?” 

“Yes. Another mining town over the White Pine 
Range across the valley. Our man seems to have 
headed that way.” 

Suddenly, as they rounded a hill, there came into 
view the relics of what had once been a town, Some 
of its buildings still stood, but there were hundreds 
of scars which marked the spots where buildings had 
stood before they were torn down and carted away. 
Before a saloon, which flourished after a fashion in 
a town where all else was waste, a few roughly 
garbed men lounged. They stared as the wagon rat- 
tled past, and one even lifted a hand and pointed. 

“This is Kimberly,” explained the girl. “One of 
the ghost cities I described. It isn’t really a ghost 
city yet, but it soon will be. Imagine tliat place— 
without a soul in it.” 

They reached the open road again. Veteran lay 
several miles farther on, and the grade of the old 
railroad, from which the valuable track had long 
since been taken, was plainly visible. 
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The road on which they traveled dropped slowly, 
and they made good time along the down grade. 
Wanda pointed out views here and there and en- 
lightened her companion on the various forms of 
flora and fauna which they saw. Gradually the 
mountains rose higher and higher behind them. 
Finally they swung around a sharp bend in the road, 
and, stretched out before them, in matchless pano- 
rama toward the south, was the White River Valley. 

There it lay between the encircling ranges of 
mountains which made a frame of silver gray, a dark 
green, and a mixture of browns and yellows. Wanda 
rose impulsively and stood with her hand on Chad- 
wick’s shoulder. Her arm rose, and she pointed. 

“The white sage, Dan! The real white sage!” 

He gazed, and she continued speaking, her feelings 
close, very close, to the surface: 

“See it—over there! And there! The whitish 
green. There—and there—and there. Acres and 
acres of it. Miles of it. That’s it, Dan. That’s 
the white sage!’ : 

The man thrilled in sympathetic response to the 
woman's home-coming outburst. For the time, all - 
trouble, all fear, all stress, seemed to have fallen 
from her girlish shoulders and left her merely a very 
young woman with a very great soul who gazed once © 
more upon a spot which she loved very deeply. 

There she stood, straight, slender, supple, with the 
wind of the homeland valley in her face, and a 
loosened strand of her sun-kissed hair whipping 
across her face; her eyes alight, her cheeks flushed, 
and her head thrown far back. 

“Wanda!” He covered the hand on his shoulder 
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with his own. She looked down ‘and smiled, and 
then sank back into her seat. : 

“It’s home, Dan!” 

They drove for hours after that, over rises and 
dips and falls, where the road twisted and turned tor- 
tuously, and eventually they came to the ranch. 

The first glimpse of the place remained forever 
indelibly stamped on Dan’s mind. 

It lay close under a shoulder of the mighty White 
Pine Range in a wide-flung jumble of rude buildings. 
There were the ranch house, bunk house, stables, 
corrals, and pens, mute evidence to the completeness 
which it had attained before the decline. Its build- 
ings were soundly constructed of logs, carted down 
from the hills at expense of superhuman labor, and 
Dan noticed that the corrals were of logs, palisaded 
and held together with rawhide wrappings in lieu of 
pegs or nails. 

Past it ran the gully of the watercourse which is 
still shown on the maps as the White River. Now 
little more than a succession of stagnant, seepage 
pools in an otherwise dry bed, but marked by a dou- 
ble line of low-growing vegetation which closely 
hugged the one-time banks. And beyond that 
stretched the width of the valley, high-lighted by the 
westering sun, which was even now taking on a 
scarlet color which was reflected in the valley, and 
would soon drop for the night behind the mountains. 

Once this had been a place of life of busy movings 
and human strivings—a place of pioneer endeavors, 
and successful ones. Yet as they approached its por- 
tals there was no faintest show or stirring of life te 
betoken» tenancy save that which they were about to 
supply. 
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It looked ghastly, dull, dead, forsaken. Some of 
the palisadings were loose in their thin wrappings and 
sagged as though about to fall altogether. The door 
of the bunk house lurched out on a single hinge. If 
the West had ghost cities, thought Dan, surely this 
was a ghost ranch. And, as Woo drew rein, it burst 
upon Dan that here in this deserted place, and prob- 
ably with only Woo for company, he and Wanda 
were to be alone for the course of their married 
lives. 

He sprang to the ground and gave hand to her. 
She was watching his face keenly, as though therein 
to discern his feelings as to the place to which she 
had brought him for their strange honeymoon. She 
stepped onto the sweeping veranda of the ranch 
house, swung the door open, and faced him. 

“We're here, Dan,” she remarked very gently. 
“Welcome home—welcome to the Bar Z ranch!” 


CHAPTER IX — 
THE RANCH ITSELF 


S ages interior of the house proved as much of a 
shock to Chadwick as had the exterior, but his 
emotions were utterly different. To whatever decay 
the outside had gone, the inside had been kept up. 
He followed Wanda into a huge room well floored 
with matched wood, carpeted with a wealth of hand- 
some Navajo rugs which one glance told him were 
the real thing and worth no inconsiderable amount. 

The walls of logs had been smoothed and faced on 
the inside with oiled and finished lumber, and on the 
walls were tastefully selected pictures, smaller deco- 
rative Navajo rugs, several heads which were tro- 
phies of the hunt as well as two or three pairs of 
antlers. The center of the floor was covered with a 
huge bearskin. The center table and the chairs were 
of dark quartered oak, and a roomy couch near one 
window faced an immense fireplace constructed of 
native rock. Altogether it was a room surprisingly 
cozy, very homy, and seemingly very much out of 
place here in the wilds. 

Doors opened off this main room to the side and 


rear, doors which were framed in dark woods which ~ 


blended harmoniously with the color scheme of the 
big room. Then a big collie trotted into the room 
and rail up to Wanda, who stroked his beautiful head 
affectionately. The dog alternately wiggled with de- 
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light and stiffened with antagonism at sight of Dan. 
The girl smiled. 

“This is Major. In the West, here, every man is 
either a major or a colonel, and this dog is much 
better than a great many men. You two must be 
friends.” 

“T’m sure we shall.” Chadwick walked confi- 
dently across the room and put out a hand. The 
collie retreated a pace. With never a second’s hesi- 
tation, Chadwick stepped after him and stroked the 
pointed head. The dog capitulated. He reared on 
his hind legs, wagged his tail, and placed his fore- 
paws on the man’s chest. 

Wanda laughed happily. “You’re accepted. Major 
makes very few friends. One must pass inspection 
before he will go to that length.” 

“He couldn’t help liking me. I like all dogs.” 

“Some one said that a man whom dogs like can be 
trusted. Do you really believe animals think?” 

“They have some mental processes aside from in- 
stinct, I am sure. Look at this fellow’s eyes; there’s 
intelligence behind them, or there’s no such thing as 
intelligence in the world. You can look into them 
and see that he thinks and knows—more than we can 
guess.” 

“I’m glad you feel that way about it. Major and 
Pepper are my realest real friends.” 

Ah Woo entered, noisily dragging Wanda’s trunk, 
made his exit through the rear door, and when he 
returned it was again from the front and with Dan’s 
trunk in tow. 

Wanda nodded toward Dan and escorted him into 
a room adjoining the big one. It was a goog-sized 
room by itself, furnished with an old, solid desk 
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and several chairs, an old calendar under a flashy 


lithograph, and several large wall maps. 


Beyond this she led ‘him to a room wherein wasa 


small bed, freshly made up, a small dresser, and a 
table by the window where snowy curtains were 
fluttering in the soothing breeze. In addition to that 
there was a small washstand, two chairs, and a row 
of hooks on the wall. 

“This is your room, Dan,” she announced, as ‘Ah 
Woo entered with his trunk and placed it beneath 
the row of hooks. ‘Freshen yourself up a bit, and 
I’ll do the same while Woo gets supper. Get out 
your guns, too, and to-morrow we'll see how well 
you can shoot.’ 


Dan found himself in a grip of hitherto alien — 


emotions which somehow he could not throw off. 
He had no desire to back out of the adventure at 
this late date, yet he admitted frankly that it was 
more than he bargained for. 

Dan was fearless, but he was human, The mys- 
tery of it irked him. He threw off the mood, in so 
far as possible, and tried to fasten his thoughts down 
to the needs of the moment. He unpacked his trunk 
and set his room to rights; laid the revolver and the 
automatic aside on the washstand, and then washed 
his face in water which he found in a plain white 
porcelain pitcher on the washstand. 

That done, he selected, after careful study, a suit 
of olive-drab khaki, a soft flannel shirt, and a blue 
tie. Marvin had been wearing a flannel shirt that 
morning, he recalled, and he also remembered laugh- 
ing at Wanda’s command that he get several of them 
in mid-June. 

He rummaged his pipe from the pocket of the coat 
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just doffed, tamped the bowl full of tobocco, seated 
himself near the window, and cocked his feet on the 
sill and began to consider the situation. 

Who was Jim Marvin? Why did Wanda hate 
him to the point of extermination? What did Billy 
Lund know about him—and her? Why had Billy 
eyed her craftily, knowingly, when remarking on 
Marvin’s affluence? 

Was to-morrow’s practice for the purpose of indi- 
cating to the girl just how competent he might be for 
the role of avenger of wrongs? He shifted uneasily 
in his seat and frowned. The notion was revolting. 
He had thirsted for adventure, but not of the sort 
which included a premeditated killing. 

There came a tap on the door, and he rose to greet 
the girl, who had crossed from the main room to his 
through the office. Her dress was soft and cool 
looking, and her hair done in a bewitching fashion. 

“All ready, Dan. Come on in to supper.” 

If Wanda noticed his mood, she gave no sign; 
rather, she was gay and lively as she led him from 
the big main room to a cozy little dining room which 
opened from its rear end in the center of which was 
a damask-covered table laid out in silver and scintil- 
lant cut glass which was lighted by the glow of a 
large oil lamp in the center. 

“Sit down, Dan.” She waved him to a chair op- 
posite hers. “Confess, now, that this is very comfy 
and cozy, and that you didn’t expect such luxury at 
this distance from civilization.” 

“T do confess,” the man smiled. “I’m nonplused.” 

As a matter of fact, he told the truth in more 
ways than one. At the very moment of speaking, 
his thoughts were far from: impersonal; he was at 
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that instant paying heed to the fact that the dress” see 


which she had donned left her dimpled, rounded, a 


forearms bare, and that an ivory triangle of skin 


showed at her throat and that the flickering light : 


from the oil lamp made her hair appear the color of 
molten gold. 

It was so cozy and comfortable, in fact, that Dan’s 
mood underwent another change, just as sudden and 
just as complete as that which had been his when 
left alone in his room. Ten thousand devils could 
not at this minute have made him distrust the girl. 

Woo shuffled into the room, bearing a soup tureen., 
He served with all the ease of a New York waiter. 
Wanda took it as a matter of course and carried on 
an easy, chatty conversation. 

“To-morrow you shall see me ride Pepper,”’ she 
smiled over a lifted spoon. 

“And practice revolver shooting,” interrupted 
Chadwick, watching the effect of his words from the 
corners of his eyes. 

She nodded with absolute calm. “Yes, and prac- 
tice revolver shooting, I’m a very fair shot. I 
imagine you, too, are familiar with a gun, but you 
have to learn the draw, to snap the gun out and 
shoot without conscious aim. It’s an art more than 
a trick, and it’s an art that has saved many a man’s 
life on the frontier.” 

“You make me feel quite a desperado,” he laughed, 
with all the ease he could summon. 

“Gracious, no! But I warned you before you went 
into this thing that there was danger—danger of the 
Western kind; the sort which existed in the old 
West. And you'll probably have plenty of time for 
Practice before the need arises.” 
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“There seems little hint of it here at present.” 
“You don’t understand—and I can’t explain. To 
be thoroughly useful, you must learn to ride well and 
to pull a gun quickly. I can teach you both tricks, 
and you must practice constantly, A split second 
may save your life some day.” 

“*Theirs but to do or die!’”’ he quoted, with a 
shrug of assumed indifference. ‘At least I shall have 
a pleasant course of instruction.” 

The girl caught her breath sharply. 

“Don’t! It is not a joking matter, Dan!” 

“I wasn’t jesting; that is, not altogether.” Chad- 
wick met her eyes squarely, and the blood rushed to 
her face. “But,” deliberately, “when it comes to 
dying, I’d like to feel that I was facing death in a 
just cause.” 

“And you aren’t—sure?” 

“How can I be—sure—of anything?” 

“You would like to back out—now ?” 

He fought his battle silently. Here was his 
chance to dictate terms, to force her to reveal to him 
something underlying the strange happenings. Then 
he remembered the details of the original bargain and 
his teeth clicked. 

“No, Wanda; I’m no quitter—I don’t think. I'll 
win or lose—with you.” 

“Thanks, Dan.” 

For a few seconds there was a tense silence. Then 
the girl forced a smile to her whitened lips. 

The rest of the meal passed in small talk, and at 
its conclusion Wanda suggested that he smoke. At 
the end of a half hour the girl rose. 

“T know you'll excuse me, Dan, but I’m ‘worn out 
and I think I’ll turn in. The morning begins your 
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education, and we'll be up early. To-night we — 
need rest.” 

He rose, 

“Not a bad idea—though I was enjoying this. 


So comfy, as you remarked not so long since. Good 


night.” 

The girl handed him a candlestick which she took 
down from the mantelshelf. 

“We're quite English in our customs—through 
force of necessity.”’ 

Dan lighted it, extinguished the big oil lamp after 
the girl had left the room, and prepared for bed. At 
sight of the cool, clean sheets, he realized that he 
was really tired. He opened the lower sash of the 
window, extinguished the candlelight, and slipped be- 
tween the covers. The long drive acted soporifi- 
cally on his nerves. 
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CHAPTER X 
A MIDNIGHT VISITOR 


Ho” long he slept he did not know, yet he found 
himself tensely awake of a sudden. Some 
sound had impressed itself on him subconsciously, 
some sound fraught with great danger. The cold 
perspiration stood out in beads over his body. And 
he lay rigid, staring into the darkness where the 
window was limned as a faint square of light stand- 
ing out from the greater dusk of the night. Inac- 
tion made his nerves jump, and with infinite care he 
lifted himself to a sitting posture; then he trembled 
violently. : 

A finger of light seeped under his door from the 
office which adjoined his room, The light was pale, 
almost phosphorescent, but it was light where there 
should be no light. 

Then from the other side of the door some one 
spoke in heavy accents and in a tone lowered to a 
pitch of great caution, He caught no word, yet he 
knew that the voice was that of a man! 

Plainly the person in the other room was an in- 
truder, and Dan had learned enough to know that 
intruders meant danger, very grave danger. He 
slipped across the room on silent feet toward the 
washstand, where he had left his revolvers. 

His hand closed caressingly about the butt of the 
larger weapon, and he cuddled it in his hand, feeling 
a fresh sense of safety. He paused as the man’s 
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voice came to him again, the tone slightly raised. 
And he stiffened as the voice was answered. i 

His jaw sagged. His fingers loosened about the 
butt of the revolver. For the voice which answered 
the man was Wanda’s! 

Night, darkness, strangeness of surroundings—all 
served to nourish suspicion, Chadwick was trembling — 
violently as he stood there in his night clothes, a — 
prey to conflicting thoughts and emotions. Again he _ 
was torn by doubts of the girl herself and again he 
felt qualms as to the blind game he had been led to me 
play. a 

He glanced about him. The pallid square which i. 
was the window furnished him with an idea as to a a 
possible course of action. He recalled that a door 
and a window opened from the office in which he ) 
fancied stood Wanda and the stranger. Groping _ 
blindly, he found shirt, trousers, and shoes, and 
slipped into them silently. He crept to the window, 
climbed over the sill, and dropped noiselessly to the ‘ 
ground, revolver in hand. And then Dan saw some- 
thing which increased his bewilderment. ee. 

Before the veranda of the ranch house stood two 
horses. One of them was saddled. The other had 
a pack loaded on his back. 

Frowningly Chadwick commenced a slow, cau- 
tious progress toward the more dim illumination 
which fell from the window of the office. And at] 
length he stood close and at a point where he could 
lift his eyes for a view over the sill and into the _ 
room, Re 
It was well that he had applied the brake of cau- 
tion, for otherwise he must have shouted at what he | 
saw. <A candle in a holder furnished the pale light — : 


~ 
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which had startled him, Across a portion of the 
room yawned blackness, and he saw that some of 
the floor boards had been turned back. Beneath this 
opening yawned—what ¢ It breathed mystery, but, 
thought Chadwick grimly—fathomable mystery. 

In the room stood Wanda—and a man! She 
seemed perfectly at ease with this man—a man who 
was large, well built, khaki clad, booted and spurred, 
and with soft black hat pulled well down over a 
bearded face which was partly turned from Chad- 
wick, denying him a full view of the face. And as 
Chadwick watched, the man, still with his back partly 
turned, bent to lay the planking back into place, piece 
by piece, and with infinite care. Then quietly he 
picked up the candle and led the way from the room. 

Dan lowered his head from the sill, and stood in 
the darkness, panting in the grip of a great rage. 
He gripped the revolver butt viciously and ground 
his teeth without consciousness of the act. He felt 
shaken from head to foot, as though beset by a chill. 

The front door opened suddenly as Wanda and 
the man made their exit. With swiftness and quiet 
which would have done credit to a born woodsman, 
Chadwick flattened himself against the wall and 
slipped slowly to the ground, where the neutral tint 
of shirt and trousers made him well nigh invisible in 
the pale light of the moon. The man and woman 
made their way toward the horses, then 

The man turned—and crushed the girl to his 
breast, kissing her full on the lips over and over and 
over again! | 

Nor was that all. He saw that she sought the em- 
brace. Her arms encircled the man’s neck and she 
seemed loath that he should go. Then the man 
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spoke, his voice coming as through a haze to the : 


ears Of the stunned Chadwick: 


“Wanda—you're brave! You’ve shown your love 
as very few women would have shown it. But you 


went almost too far!” 
“Pooh!” Her words came distinctly to Dan’s ears, 
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attuned to her every intonation, “He’s a big, clean, 


innocent boy, and of course there is nothing to it— 
save that ceremony. And I paid him well in ad- 
vance. There’s nothing to fear.” 

“I hope not. But he’s a man—and you're a wom- 
an. Be careful, little girl, If you find that you were 
—mistaken in his character—kill him. Good-by, 
dear !”” 

Once more he caught her to him in a fierce em- 
brace, released her reluctantly, and swung up on his 
horse. Wanda handed him the lead rope which was 
attached to the halter of the pack animal, 

“If that fellow went over Hamilton way,” re- 
marked the rider, “I’ll slip through behind him. 
Good-by!’’ 

“Be careful—please,” the girl begged softly. 

“I will. And I'll get in touch with you as soon as 
I can. Meanwhile, play the waiting game; it’s 
safest.” 

“Don’t worry; I’ll be safe.” 

For the third time the man on horseback said good- 
by, then touched spurs gently to his mount and rode 
off into the night, gradually merging into the pur- 
plish silver of the white sage, 

And the girl stood like a statue, her hands pressed 


to her breast, watching the man disappear into the us 
night. Then she lifted her handkerchief to her eyes): 7am 
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turned, and half walked, half stumbled into the 
house, 

By the side of the house Dan Chadwick lay mo- 
tionless, But his face was deathly white and he was 
cursing horribly under ‘his breath. 

The thing was cataclysmic, and he felt a hot rage 
at the deception and trickery which had been prac- 
ticed upon him. After all, in so far as he knew, 
Wanda was really his wife, and her ready surrender 
to the embraces of this stranger brought the killing 
instinct uppermost. 

What was Wanda? What type of woman? He 
drew a long breath akin to a quivering sigh, and let 
it escape slowly. He focused his gaze in the direc- 
tion toward which the man had disappeared. 

Wanda bore his name—his mind recurred inevi- 
tably to that phase of the situation—yet, if he were 
any judge, she belonged to this other man. He had 
even criticized her course, and spoke in frank dis- 
approval of it. And she pooh-poohed it and char- 
acterized Dan as a big, innocent boy. She might as 
well have said “big, innocent fool” for what her tone 
implied. It was all very well to be cavalier to a 
beautiful woman, but to be dupe to any one was 
something that Chadwick did not relish. 

This ranch was a lonely place, deserted, and apart 
from others. Men came to it in the night and de- 
parted with something in packs—smuggling whatever 
it was that they took away. Was this lonely spot a 
station on some smuggler’s route? Into what had he 
been inveigled? The smuggling idea seemed ridicu- 
lous, and yet the whole thing was extraordinary. 
And even smuggling operations could not sanction 
the embraces of a man other than her husband. 
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CHAPTER XI 
DISPELLED DOUBTS 


ns aa light had gone. That meant that she had 


sought her room, He had been spying for some 


time; he might as well continue, All knowledge of 
the drama was denied him save that which he might 
discover for himself, and he knew just enough to 
make it imperative that he know more. True, he had 
pledged himself to act blindly, but he had pledged 
blindly, and he had no intention of knowingly run- 
ning foul of the law. And he wondered whether the 
black-mustached man of the train might not be some 
representative of that same law. And did Marvin 
know that the man was a minion of the law? Had 
that been the insinuation behind his sneering remark? 

Chadwick slipped cautiously along the wall, intent 


on a circuit of the house. Passing down the side, he __ 


discovered that the dining room was really an exten- 
sion added to the original structure of the house, and 
he eventually gained the corner of the building 
around which was the window of his own room 
from which he had slipped a few eventful minutes 
previously. 

Once more he paused. Everything was quiet, but 
here again was a window which streamed light into | 
the night. Chadwick nodded. His own bedroom 


took up but half the width of the house on this end; 


it was plain that Wanda’s lay directly back of his, 
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occupying the other half, and that this lighted win- 
dow was hers. 

He edged carefully toward the window, lost wholly 
in the maelstrom of suspicion which the past half 
hour had aroused. At length he gained a vantage 
point from which he could peer into the lighted 
frame of the window. 

For a moment he stood so, and then he drew 
back, his face, could any one have seen it, pallid and 
shocked. 

He turned away. A droop had sagged his shoul- 
ders. He slouched about the corner of the house to- 
ward the black square of his own window, through 
which he climbed into his own room. There. he 
slipped out of his shirt and trousers, sought his bed, 
and dropped upon it, staring at nothing at oe 
membering nothing—save that he felt suddenly 
ashamed of his mistrust. 

Shamed because of what he had glimpsed during 
the brief moment of that glance into the sanctuary 
of Wanda’s room. He had seen a white-clad figure, 
robed for the night, the hair loosened and falling in 
a thick golden-brown braid across the snowy white- 
ness of the gown—he had seen this figure, the figure 
of the woman whom he had wed, kneeling beside a 
little white bed, head bowed in prayer, very much as 
in past days he had knelt at his mother’s knee. 

He felt guilty—as though he had been too ready 
to suspect, too unwilling to accept her assurances 
that everything was as it should be, albeit fraught 
with grave personal danger. He tingled all over, and 
felt the cur in that he had violated the sanctity of 
her room with his prying glance. 

He clenched his hands fiercely. “No matter what 
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this thing is about,” he vowed, “or where it leads, I 


te 
pan 
; 


am going to see it through—with her, for her. 
There’s something wrong, but I'll swear it’s not with 
her!” 


haustion, and awakened in a bath of blazing sunshine. 
For a moment he blinked at the light, half puzzled 
by his strange surroundings, and then came vivid 
recollection of the kaleidoscopic events of the past 
few days. 

He sat up in bed and listened for some sign of 
life; the quiet was almost oppressive. He rose, made 
his toilet, and started out for a survey of his new 
temporary home. 

As he stepped from his room to that which had 
once done duty as an office, memory of the trap- 
door came back to him, for it was in this room that 
he had seen the planking turned back and the yawn- 
ing chasm in the floor. He paused and inspected the 
place where he had seen the boarding raised, and 
then he shook his head and grinned. It had been 
done with marvelous skill. Even suspecting the pres- 
ence of such a contrivance, one could scarce find the 
place where it was located. For a moment he fought 
a desire to pry up the planking and explore the 
regions beneath. 

He didn’t do it, partly from reason, partly from 
a matter of the moral aspect of the thing. His policy 
was to be one of watchful waiting. Crossing the 
room, he passed through the big living room, opened 
the front door, and stepped into the clear, cool 
morning, 

Midway between ranch house and bunk house, he 


passed a smaller structure, and became aware, for the _ 


He fell at length into the dreamless sleep of ex- 
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first time, of a thin thread of smoke which curled up 
from the lopsided chimney projecting from its roof. 
The door was opened, and Dan peered within to see 
Ah Woo fussing about a stove in trousers and baggy 
shirt, with the sleeves of the latter rolled about the 
elbows of a pair of amazingly skinny but apparently 
muscular arms. 

Chadwick came to a halt. “Good morning, Woo.” 

A thin smile creased the Chinaman’s rather bluish 
lips as he turned his head slowly. 

“Glood mornling, Misser Chadwick. You sleepee 
glood, mebbe ?”’ 

“Oh, pretty well. This is where you do your 
cooking ?”’ 

“Yes. Mebbe so. Allee samee clookhouse. One 
hour mebbe clatchum bleakfast, so dlamee stove make 
up to burn.” 

“Must have kept you right busy when the ranch 
was in its palmy days. You've been here a long 
time, haven’t you, Woo?” 

“Tlenty year, mebbe.” Woo banged a lid on the 
stove and grinned blandly. ‘“Clookee, allee samee 
clookee ’til Marvin him shut down ranch two year 
go.” 

Chadwick started and controlled himself with an 
effort. 

“Until Marvin shut it down?” he repeated interro- 
gatively. 

The Oriental eyed him without a change of ex- 
pression. 

“No water. Clattle get dly, no grow fat.” 

“Yes—but what about Marvin closing it down?” 
He was insistent on that point. What had this man 
Marvin to do with the Bar Z? 
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“Marvin say like I say. Clattle get dly, no grow 
fat. Mebbe yes, mebbe no. You goin’ livee here 


S)) 


now! 


Either the Chinaman was ignorant or superlatively 
clever—clever enough to have seen that Chadwick 
had been told nothing about Marvin by the girl, and, 
that being the case, it was not his—Woo’s—place to 
do the enlightening. At any rate, he learned that 
Marvin had been authoritatively connected with the 
ranch. Suddenly he whirled and retraced his steps. 
“Woo,” he questioned, “is there any railroad run- 
ning to this section except the one to Ruth?” 
“Lailload?’ The yellow man cocked his head to 


‘For a while.” Chadwick resumed his walk, but 
once again his forehead was creased with conjecture. 


one side. “No. Load to Luth, him closest. No ; 
more ‘til mebbe hundled an’ ten milee, over there.” 


He lifted a skinny arm and pointed to the northwest. 

“Thanks.” Again Dan walked away. A hundred 
and ten miles! Hamilton lay northwest of the ranch, 
and the railroad must be far beyond Hamilton. But 
the black-mustached man had gone toward Hamilton, 
and the ardent stranger of the previous night had 
spoken of cutting in behind him. Had he been 
headed for the more distant railroad, he would have 


needed a pack horse to carry provisions for the — 


journey. 


He smiled. If that were the explanation, then it 


might disprove his weird smuggling theory. But— 
his smile faded—that, nor ten thousand pack horses, 


could explain away the embraces and kisses. Hegie ae 


shrugged angrily, 


“Oh, the devil take it all!” he muttered, and 


walked on, 


¥ 
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Now he surveyed things from his new observa- 
tion point. The ranch, he saw plainly, was under 
one of the big shoulders of the mountains, gullied 
and washed into coulees and ridges. Not far from 
the cookhouse, one of these ravines dropped down 
and became a rock-strewn gully which reached the 
original bed of the White River by a course which 
carried it behind the ranch house at right angles. Its 
walls of earth and imbedded boulders were steep and 
deep. Prompted solely by natural curiosity, Chad- 
wick walked closer to gaze at this marvel of nature. 

Dan stood on the near bank, peering curiously up 
and down the river course—and then he saw the 
door! 

There was nothing about the door itself to excite 
particular interest. It was merely a rough-hewn 
thing of puncheons, nailed together to block what was 
plainly the mouth of a cave. Seemingly a storage 
cave like one finds in the prairie States, save that it 
flung into the hill from the level shelf in the bank of 
the gully rather than in the manner of a cave dug 
down from the surface and then roofed. 

It did not surprise Chadwick—the presence of the 
door. In fact, it seemed perfectly natural; a store- 
house for occasional treasure supplies of ice, or 
maybe a natural cooling box for storing food. 

“Some place it must have been,” he nodded, turn- 
ing away. “It must have been a wonder once. I'd 
like to have seen it then, with its cattle on the thou- 
sand hills—yes, there must be more than a thousand 
hills near here.” 

He entered the ranch house to find Wanda seated 
on the couch near the window. She turned to him, 
smiling. 
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“Good morning! Been looking the place over?” — a 

“Yes.” He held his eyes directly on her. “Ta 
found you weren’t up, so I tried a personal-inspection _ 
tour.”’ ae 3 
She was a new Wanda to-day, garbed in a soft 
flannel shirt embroidered in colored yarns; a khaki 
skirt, plainly divided to form a riding costume; small 
boots of tan leather with very high heels, and a 
leather belt buckled closely about her slender waist. 
A pair of leather gauntlets lay on the couch beside 
her, together with a Stetson. 

“You're going to have it out with Pepper to-day?” 

“Yes, after breakfast—if Woo ever gets it ready.” 

Chadwick tried to speak with casual innocence: 

“By the way, Wanda—isn’t there another railroad 
through this section, other than the one we came on? 
One about a hundred miles or so from here?” 

He felt Wanda’s eyes upon him, and he met their 
steady, unblinking gaze. 

“No,” she said, slowly and distinctly. “Not that 
I know of.” And then, as though that dismissed the 
matter, she went on: “I hope your nerve is steady 
this morning, Dan, because after I give Pepper his 
lesson I want you to show me just how well you can 
shoot.” 


CHAPTER XII 


THE TRY-OUT 


ER answer struck Chadwick like a blow in the 

face. He knew it was a direct falsehood. And 

to add to his puzzlement, she had again referred 

pointedly to his skill with a gun. He compressed his 
lips to a thin white line and made no comment. 

He sought the sanctuary of his room, glad for the 
moment to be away from Wanda’s presence. Why 
had she falsified about the railroad, about so trivial 
a matter? He knew that Ah Woo had spoken truth- 
fully, because the Chinaman had thought he was an- 
swering a commonplace question and had spoken un- 
hesitatingly and honestly. 

He recalled the big map of the State which hung 
on the office wall and he came to a pause before it 
after getting his two revolvers. Without the slight- 
est trouble he found the White River and the pro- 
visional location of the Bar Z. Then he allowed his 
eyes to travel toward the upper left-hand corner of 
the map, and he found the railroad of which Ah 
Woo had spoken designated by a thin black line end- 
ing in a circular dot, set down on the map as Eureka. 

He was staring at the map when Wanda entered 
the room. 

“Break fast ”” she started, then stopped abruptly, 
as she saw that he was studying the map. A rich 
flood of red surged to her cheeks, but she set her lips 
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firmly, and when she spoke again her voice was very S 


hard: “Just what are you doing?” 


“Studying geography,” he answered slowly. Their ee 
eyes met and held, but the woman’s gaze was as level 
as his own, and eventually he felt his own cheeks — 
burning. “But I expect I'd better devote myself to 
breakfast,” he wound up inanely and with a forced 


smile. 

“You have your guns?” It was a direct change 
of subject and a reversion to the topic which puzzled 
him most of all. 

He nodded affirmatively and tapped the pockets of 
his coat, in each of which was an unsightly bulge. 
And then she surprised him again, She giggled. 

“Dan, you're certainly a pilgrim. Go on into the 
dining room. I'll join you in a minute.” 

Chadwick entered the dining room, and she made 
her way hurriedly into her bedroom, from which she 
was back in half a minute, carrying a long belt with 
revolver holster attached. This she tossed to him. 

“Buckle it on, pardner. That’s the way we tote a 
gun in this country. Put the six in your holster and 


carry the automat in your pocket. They’re only 


emergency cases for Easterners, anyway.” 

“I’m made up for the part now,” he remarked 
dryly, as he followed her directions. “I hope I can 
play it.” 

“I hope so. You must. That——”’ She paused 
and bit her lips to choke back the words. 

He changed the subject suddenly: 

“T suppose that you are a good shot?’ 

“Fairly so, Why?” 


“T merely thought it might be worth while to sug- — : 


gest that you could shoot me should I happen to for- 


= Pea rains ORO pre My ere, oS 


: THE TRY-OUT ae 


get my place.” His answer was made quietly, and 
he did not even look up from his plate. 
; He imagined that he heard a sharp gaSP, but he did 
not raise his eyes, and Wanda gave no other sign 
that she had heard his barbed remark. He felt cer- 
tain, however, that he had given her considerable of 
a shock. Conversation languished, and then died, 
| and scarcely another word was said until the end of 
the meal, when Wanda pushed her chair back from 
. the table. 
) “Come, now, and watch me tackle Pepper.” 
) Chadwick followed her to the big room, where he 
watched her don hat and gauntlets and take down 4 
perfect reata from the wall. Then she led the way 
| to the pasture where she roped Pepper. 
Woo, who had obtained saddle and bridle from the 
) stables, lugged them toward the spot where Pepper, 
| temporarily quiescent, was submitting to Wanda’s 
| soothing pats. Chadwick joined them. 
“Te doesn’t seem So very savage.” 
Pepper rolled his wicked little eyes, and Wanda 


: clared lightly. “Wait until he 1s saddled and I get 
| astride; you'll see. We have this little scrap every 
time I ride him. It’s a rite with him, I believe.” 
| She handed the reata to Ah Woo and tossed blanket, 
saddle, and stirrups Overt at a single easy move. 
Pepper at once emulated the general contour of a 
| camel, Wanda promptly punched him in the flank 
. until he straightened out, then ducked swiftly and 
} ‘ : 
caught the girths as they swung down on the opposite 
side. Pepper turned his head and gazed at her; then 
: it seemed to Chadwick that he deliberately swelled up. 
. 
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Wanda grinned. Then she lifted a tan boot and 
kicked Pepper where it would do the most good. The 
horse grunted and relaxed. She caught the cinches 
tighter about his barrel and prodded him again. 

“Lordy,” observed Chadwick, in frank admiration, 
“he looks almost like a horse again. How did he 
do it?” 

“Lots of horses know that little trick.” She 
picked up the bridle, worked her way to the horse’s 
head, and fought the bit into his mouth and between 
his teeth, Then she caught the reins, loosened the 
loop of the reata, flipped it over Pepper’s head, mo- 
tioned to Woo to open the gate at the far side of the 
stockade, and then, while he scurried away in com- 
pliance to her orders, she led the apparently docile 
horse in the same direction. The only sign of war 
lay in the fact that he walked stiff-legged and shook 
his head from side to side. 

The open country lay beyond the stockade, and, 
once outside, Wanda paused, Chadwick stopping be- 
side her. During the last few moments he had been 
the victim of a tense uneasiness, and he felt that this 
horse was by no means a woman’s mount. 

“J_I say,” he said lamely, “‘you’re not really go- 
ing to try to ride the brute, are you?” 

“No-o,2 she said slowly, a gleam in her eyes. “I’m 
going to ride him!” 

She acted on the word. Chadwick retained a 
blurred futurist picture of a swift movement of the 
well-shod toe which caught a swinging stirrup, of 
another foot which left the ground like lightning, 
descried a quick parabola, and then the girl was 
miraculously in the saddle—easy and erect. 

The swiftness of her deft movement had taken the 
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horse somewhat by surprise, and for about fifteen 
seconds he stood as motionless as the horse of Troy. 
Then his head went down and his back shot sky- 
ward. It seemed that he must break; and then, 
when he had stretched his back to the limit, and his 
nose was almost touching the ground, his heels left 
the ground without warning and lashed savagely in 
the air until the arch became an in¢line on which the 
girl perched. 

Pepper came to earth and instantly spurned it 
again and again in a series of stiff-legged jumps and 
lunges. But the girl rode as one to the manner born, 
gripping him fiercely with her legs. 

Chadwick stiffened at sound of a dry cackle from 
the lips of Ah Woo. j 

“Him sunfish now. Next thing him lun.” 

He was right. Pepper’s bag of tricks having done 
him no good, he suddenly bolted straight across the 
vast stretch of white sage, sweeping down into the 
dip of the valley with a demoniac speed and a vi- 
cious side-to-side swinging. Cold perspiration broke 
out on the man’s body, and as he watched in amaze- 
ment the woman doffed her hat and waved. 

The rider and horse almost disappeared before she 
swung her mount in a great arc which eventually 
headed him back toward the stockade. A hundred 
yards from where Dan stood with the Chinaman, she 
dragged the horse to a pounding trot, and then as 
Pepper came to a halt with hanging head and heaving 
flanks Dan stepped forward and put up his hands to 
assist Wanda to alight. 

She laughed, ignored his hand, flipped a leg over 
Pepper’s back, and reached the ground in a single 
flying leap. Then she slapped Pepper on the shoul- 
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der in a friendly sort of way and handed the reins 

to Ah Woo. : 
“Aren't you all shaken to pieces?” the man asked. 
“Pooh! Not even my nerves are shaken. Come, 

let's see how you handle a gun.” She stalked away 


as a matter of course, wondering grimly at his | 
docility. a 

They reached the rear of the building which had ou 
formerly been used as a granary, and then she asked “ar 
him for a bit of paper. He handed her a leaf from. 2 
a small notebook and attached it with a pin to a logs 
Then she stepped off thirty paces and directed him to | E 
try his skill as a marksman. ie 

Chadwick felt strange and out of place with this 
extraordinary woman. He was imbued with a desire aes 
to show her that he was competent at one of the oe 
manlier arts at least, but his hand shook as he 
brought the weapon up, and he missed. 

Wanda laughed a somewhat hard little laugh, 7 

“You're dead. If you ever took all that time to 
aim when trouble was with you, you’d have six shots 
in your body before you pulled the trigger,” 

The man flushed under the flick of her ridicule, i 

“Then how do you hit the target-—if you don’t 
aim?” he asked stiffly, : 

“This way.” She took the weapon from his hand, 
turned its muzzle in the general direction of the tar- 
get, and fired three times in rapid succession, The om 
three bullets made one large hole in the paper. Then 
she smiled and extended the gun once again toward 
Chadwick. 

That smile affected him strangely, A sudden rage 
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flamed through him and left him deadly cold. He 
darted a hand in his pocket, whipped out the auto- 
matic, and fired with remarkable rapidity. The girl 
darted forward to pick up the paper which had flut- 
tered to the ground, a mere lacework of pulp. 

“Nine, and a nick on one edge,” she said, her tone 
somewhat altered. “That’s splendid. You have the 
knack with that automatic. You must practice with 
the larger one. It’s merely a difference in trigger 
pressure and recoil.” 

For perhaps half an hour they practiced, Chad- 
wick’s naturally good shooting improving under the 
spur of her commendation. 

“You'll make a dandy good shot,” she said finally. 
“And now enough of plain target practice. The 
thing to teach you now is how to get into action. 
Stick that gun in your holster, and when I say 
‘Now!’ pull it and shoot at that can yonder. One— 
two—now!” 

Dan wrenched at his gun, whipped it out awk- 
wardly, and missed the can by a good five feet. 
Quite aside, of his own volition, he swore. 

The girl clapped her hands and laughed. 

“Bravo! You're talking like a man.” 

“And shooting like an infant,” he retorted hotly. 
“At that rate, Marvin would make a sieve out of me 
before I got a second shot.” 

“Marvin!” All the carefree light went suddenly 
from his companion’s eyes. “Why, Dan, what do 
you mean?” 

The man cursed under his breath for the uninten- 
tional break, but he dogged it out. 

“Dm being trained to ‘get’ him, am I not?” 

“Jim Marvin?’ ‘And then she laughed, though in 
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no humorous way, save that there was a certain dry 


grimness about it. “Don’t flatter yourself, Dan. Jim 
Marvin is quickest on the draw, most accurate on the 
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shot, one of the nerviest men, and one of the dead- e 


liest and most merciless who ever trekked into this 


part of the country.” 

Chadwick set his jaw. Above all other things, this 
girl—this wife of his—had the fiendish power to 
badger him out of all semblance of self-possession, 

‘At least,” he returned, with some heat, “I have 
never yet had my nerve questioned.” 

S#Questioned.’ Perhaps not. But have you ever 
had it tested?” 

“Tested?” Dan stammered. “How?” 

“Like this.” Wanda stooped swiftly, picked up a 
dried stalk of the sage which lay stripped of its 
branches. She walked about fifteen paces away and 
held out the little stick. 

“Take out your gun and shoot it from my fingers,” 
She ordered brusquely. 

Chadwick was aghast. He trembled violently and 
stared dumbly at the slender target she held so 
steadily. 

“Hurry!” 

He set his lips, reached for his automatic, and 
brought it swiftly to a line with the slender stalk, 
Then he dropped his hand limply to his side. His 
heart was pounding like a trip hammer. 

“Wanda!” he cried. “I can’t! T—I might miss.” 


Then he noticed the curl of her lips and he flushed © 


hotly. 
“What the devil was I hired for, anyway?” he 
burst out angrily. “I’m no blooming William Tell!” 


| 


CHAPTER XIII 
MORE ABOUT MARVIN 


ANDA did not meet his feeble attempt at levity 
with a smile. Instead, she spoke with a trace 
of the vitriol which he had come to detest: 

“Pooh! And you think you have nerve! If you 
can’t risk shooting a target from a woman's hard, 
how do you imagine you would fare with a man of 
Marvin’s breed?” 

“If I had cause I might take chances,” Chadwick 
returned, his voice still a trifle thick. “But that is 
not a fair test—I don’t care whether you insist that 
it is or not.” 

“Oh, indeed it is!’ 

The man stepped forward briskly. 

“Very well. Take this gun and give me the stick.” 
His tone was peremptory, and the girl's eyes 
widened. 

“What for?” 

“We'll reverse the test and see about your much- 
vaunted nerve. I'll warrant that I’ll hold the stick 
steadily, The target part is easy. It’s the Tell role 
that’s hard.” He snatched the stick from her hands, 
strode away twenty paces, whirled, and extended the 
bit of dried sage. Then he looked into her eyes and 
laughed tauntingly. 

“Well, let’s see an example of your nerve ite 

The answer was a cracking shot and a stinging 
pain in the wrist as the sage was ripped from his 
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grasp. And then, before he could really realize what 
had happened, the gun, hurled through the air, — 
thudded to the ground halfway between them, and — 
Wanda had turned and fled wildly toward the house, 


He noticed that she stumbled as she ran, and almost 
collided with the corner of the granary. 


Rubbing his tingling wrist, and with a lugubrious — ; 


expression, Dan retrieved the fallen weapon and slid 
it into his holster. 

“Well,” he soliloquized grimly, “her nerve’s all 
right. She’s mannish enough in her accomplishments. 


I wonder—whether she would make—a good wife.” 


He caught himself with a jerk. What right had 
he, a paid gunman, to think such thoughts of the 
woman he had married? He sobered quickly. It 
behooved him to become proficient in the use of his 
guns, and for about half an hour, a smile on his 
lips, he practiced target shooting from the draw, 
marveling at the improvement which he knew he was 
making. At length, tired of it, he seated himself on 
the ground, where he lounged with his back against 
the wall of the granary with his feet stretched luxuri- 
ously before him. 

When Dan returned to the house, he was told that 
Wanda would not appear for luncheon, He decided 
to eat an informal one in the cookhouse and as he 
ate, he improved the opportunity to chat with Ah 
Woo. 

“You've been here a long time, haven't you, Ah 
Woo?” 

“Velly. Tlenty year, mebbe.” 

“Must have been a pretty wild country when you 
came, eh?’’ 


“Blad. Velly blad. No use for Chinaboy thlen — 
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time. Lun um out—lun um out—allee timee flom 
Eureka. 

“I forget tlings. Missy Wanda’s flather—Misser 
Coclan, find mee walk around talkin’ funny tlalk. 
He bling me home, makee me well. I stay. Blood 
debt.” He struck himself over the heart with a 
sudden flash of fire. 

Chadwick was stirred by the slurringly told tale 
of a one-time-common Western drama which too 
often developed into tragedy. But his man inevi- 
tably reverted to Eureka and the railroad regarding 
the existence of which Wanda had falsified. 

“You walked over a hundred miles, didn’t you?” 

“Yes”? The Chinaman’s impassivity returned. 
“Misser Coclan flind me. I been here tlenty year-” 

“And Corcoran? Is he dead?’ 

Woo shook his head. “Not dead. Him livee in 
East—mebbe Chlicago. Him leave Marvin to lun 
lanch. Him allee samee go East selle cattle. Jim 
Marvin, him stay here.” 

Here at last was definite information—however un- 
intelligible. Marvin and Corcoran had had business 
dealings regarding the cattle business. Marvin had 
run the ranch while Corcoran sold the steers in the 
Eastern markets. But if, as the Chinaman averred, 
Corcoran was still alive, why did he leave Wanda to 
face the danger which Marvin's presence meant? 

Plainly, from Ah Woo’s information, Marvin must 
fhave been a ranch superintendent, or a foreman, at 
any rate. But the desertion of the father? The 
situation was inexplicable. And maybe Marvin had 
been found guilty of grafting or some other more 
or less heinous offense, and dismissed; hence the bad 
blood between Wanda and the ex-foreman. But 
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Woo was too valuable a well of information to be " 


passed up at this juncture. pare 
“You were here while Marvin ran the plage pie 


questioned, with an effort to hide the eagerness in ue 


his voice. 

Woo grunted. “Les. I stlay. Some timee Missy 
Wanda an’ Misser Coclan clom back for lillee time.” 

“You ever have any trouble with Marvin?” 

“Him? No.” Woo’s voice was harsh. “I say 
nothlin’. Him say nothlin’. No tlouble.” 

“And Marvin was Corcoran’s foreman?” 

“Florman? No—him plardner.” 

“What!” Dan stiffened. “A partner?” 

“Les. His plardner. Glot half interest in lanch.” 

Again a verbal cul-de-sac. Chadwick paused and 
relighted his pipe, staring covertly at the masklike 
yellow face and the brown eyes which snapped with 
shrewd intelligence. So Jim Marvin, menace, was 
still a half owner of the Bar Z Ranch. And Cor- 
coran was in Chicago, and Marvin not living on the 
ranch, Plainly there had been a big split-up after the 
ceasing of cattle-raising operations. But why did 
Wanda remain here, and why was she still so embit- 
tered against Marvin as to designate him her worst 
enemy and wish openly for his death? 

Certainly the Corcorans could not want for money; 
there was the little matter of the certified check for 
twenty-five thousand dollars which Wanda had given 
him on the event of their marriage. ‘oe 
. _ Woo sat smoking and blinking, his eyes fixed on 

Dan’s face. The idea struck Chadwick that the man 
was amused in the knowledge of how completely the 
husband of the girl was baffled by something which 
he (Woo) knew to the minutest detail, and about 
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which he talked with a careful deliberation which left 
the solution more a mystery than before. He knew 
—-and Dan knew that he knew—that Dan was trying 
to pump information from him, and he was quietly 
evading issues. No matter where Chadwick turned, 
he ran, sooner or later—and usually sooner—into the 
blind wall of mystery. He felt that he might as 
well question the inanimate joss of a heathen temple 
as this old, faithful yellow servant who sat and 
smoked and blinked his eyes so innocently—and in- 
scrutably. 

But at that Chadwick knew a great deal more than 
he had at the beginning of the talk. He knew that 
Marvin and Corcoran had been partners in the cattle- 
raising business, and that for some reason Corcoran 
half left his daughter to face a grave danger in 
which Marvin seemed to be the chiefest menace. 

He changed the subject with an abruptness which 
brought an expression of surprise to the Chinaman’s 
face: 

“That black horse in the corral—is he a bad one, 
like Pepper ?”’ 

“Kling Cloal? No. Him _ glentle. No_ bluck. 
Lidee like lagon. Him old. I lide him myself.” 

Dan produced a crisp one-dollar bill. This he ex- 
tended to Ah Woo. “Come help me saddle him, 
then.” 

Woo took the money, thrust it into his pocket, put 
away his pipe, and shuffled toward the door. They 
reached the stable, where Woo found saddle and 
bridle, and they caught the horse without difficulty. 
The saddling was easily done, and Dan swung easily 
to a perch on the “wagon’s”’ back. 

He took approximately the same course as Wanda 
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had ridden that morning astride Pepper, riding to- 
ward the upper slope of ground which stretched 
north and east of the ranch. There was no trail 
but he needed none. Horse and rider climbed highe 
and higher up the ridge, topped it, and disappeared 
down the other side. And it was while casually 
pausing that he was brought back to earth by the 
sight of the marks of horses’ hoofs in the soft soil. 

Dan was not a trailer, but he was not a fool. He 
saw that the prints were those of shod feet and that 
they were fresh, and he thought of the man who had 
ridden away on the previous midnight. His first 
thought was that the stranger had left this trail, but 
‘he dismissed that theory as unlikely. He knew that 
the route farther down which skirted the foothills 
was far easier. And besides, there was one set of — 
tracks—not two, amd the stranger had carried a pack 
animal, 

He urged King Cole forward along the line of 
hoofprints, following with painstaking difficulty their — 
crooked course around boulders and bushes, and in 
the end he rounded a very large rock—a huge vol- — 
canic boulder, big as a small house, and jerked his 
mount to a halt. 

He had come upon the charred remains of a fire 
within a circular ring of stones, and all about the ~ 
ground was stamped down by the hoofs of the horse — 
he had followed, and here and there were the tracks 
of man, sharp heeled, which designated riding boots. 

Without knowing why, Dan felt subconsciously 
that there was a menace for Wanda in his discovery. 
He had already learned the great first lesson of the — 
open spaces—that nothing is too insignificant to take 
note of. i 
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He turned and inspected the shoulder of the rock 
face around which he had just ridden. The trail he 
had followed led to a vantage point from which one 
could see the ranch with the naked eye. Had some 
chance traveler merely made camp? One fact was 
positive, and that was that some one had camped 
here, and the matter was worthy of investigation. 

He swung to the ground and led his mount toward 
the circle of stones. He bent to examine the ashes, 
poking them with a stalk of the white sage; and it 
was then that he caught sight of a bit of white paper 
caught fast between two of the stones. It was very 
stiff paper, parchment, he judged, and yellowed with 
the scorch of fire, but still legible the following 
printed words: | 


DEPARTMENT OF— 
W ASHINGTON— 


That was all, but it conveyed a meaning to Chad- 
wick’s brain, The thing which he now held in his 
hand was part of an envelope bearing the name of 
one of the administration departments in Washington, 
and the name was nearly obliterated. 

And he had found it here in the hills, where it 
had either been used as a means of starting a fire, 
or where the fire had been used as a means of de- 
stroying it. 

Dan Chadwick felt that he had made an important 
discovery. And he frowned as, with bent head, he 
stared at the bit of paper which he held. 


DEPARTMENT OF— 
W ASHINGTON— 


What could it mean? 


CHAPTER XIV 


THE EAVESDEROPPER 


Fo five minutes Dan stood in frowning thought. — 
Then he folded the scrap of paper and placed it — 
between the covers of his bill fold. After which he 
made a reconnaissance and tried to fix the spot in- 
delibly in his mind. Finally he sought for a trail of © 
footprints from the fire toward the rock, and these 


he at length found. 


At the point where the footprints stopped, he ; 


found also the imprint of horses’ feet. He brought 


King Cole to the spot and saw that by mounting 
him, he could just see over the ridge across the 
sweep of valley near the middle of which lay the ~ 


Bar Z. His lips twitched grimly. 
“A neat little crow’s nest,” he soliliquized. “I 
shall keep watch of the watcher hereafter.” 


He turned King Cole’s head homeward and, as he 
plodded along, he wondered as to the significance of — 
the paper which he had found. He realized, of 
course, that it might have no significance, but on — 
second thought he dismissed that idea. If he, a city 
man, unversed to the wilds, had discovered such evi- 


dence to show that the Bar Z was under surveillance, 


what would a trained searcher have found? No, it 


was evident that the ranch was being watched, and ae 


it behooved him, as a protector of the ranch, to diss 


cover a few things for himself. 


The only explanation he found which appeared in- 4 
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nocent was that he had stumbled on the trail of a 
ranger for the forestry department. He didn’t know 
anything about the workings of that department, 
however, and didn’t know whether it would be likely 
to have patrols in that section. At any rate, the idea 
seemed improbable. 

Woo had returned to his duty, and Dan led King 


Cole into the corral and thence guided him to the > 


stable, where he attended to the unsaddling. His 
desire was to seek the calm peacefulness of the big 
living room and think the snarl out. It was with 
that purpose in mind that he entered the huge room. 
“I thought you said you couldn’t ride!” 
Chadwick paused, then his eyes followed the voice 
which came from the depths of the leather couch. 
There sat Wanda, clad in a cool, girlish house dress, 


her golden-brown hair hanging in two thick braids: 


down her back. Her manner was easy and unre- 
strained, and Dan’s eyes lighted at the picturé. 

“I didn’t say I couldn’t stick on a sensible horse. 
What I meant was that I have never learned to han- 
dle an animated skyrocket.” 

“But you make a very creditable jump on occa- 
sion.” 

The man grinned. “Woo told me that you were 
lying down.” 

“I finished resting a long time ago. Goodness, 
you must have traveled a long distance. Where did 
you go?” 

“Over the hills and far away.” Chadwick found 
himself reluctant to disclose his discovery, even as 
he had refrained from mentioning any knowledge of 
the trapdoor in the floor of the office. He had 
adopted a policy of watchful waiting, and now he 
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tossed his hat carelessly aside and seated himself in 
a Spanish leather rocker of ample proportions. And 
if Wanda was minded to talk, he knew that that 
would be infinitely more pleasant than battling with 
mental problems for which there was apparently no 
answer. 

“IT watched you ride into the foothills,’ said the 
girl easily. She paused, and a hint of crimson crept 
into her cheeks. “Is your wrist sore?” 

“A little. But it doesn’t amount to anything.” 

“I did hurt you, didn’t I? I’m sorry, Dan. I 
should have warned you not to hold the stick too 
tightly Sit down while I get some liniment and fix 
it up.” 

“Fix nothing! It will be all O. K. by morning.” 
He seated himself by her side. She was very attrac- 
tive in this mood—this strange wife of his. 

But as he dropped to a seat she was up and across 
the room, and there was nothing for him to do but 
await her return and then allow her to minister to 
him as she would. She was back in less than five 
minutes, bearing a bottle and some surgical gauze, 
as well as a bandage. These she placed on the table. 

“Hold out your wrist,” she directed smilingly. 
“This liniment is good for man and beast.” 

Dan extended his arm stiffly. 

“And which, pray, am 1?” 

“Depends upon your mood.” She poured some 
of the pungent liniment into the palm of her hand 
and chafed the swollen flesh. “Feel better?” 

“Nope,” he answered quickly, eager to prolong 
the very pleasant sensation. “Burns like homemade 
thunder.” 
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She bent to her task for another five minutes, and 
repeated her question. 

“No-o! Not much better,” he persisted. 

Wanda glanced sharply at him. His eyes were 
dancing, and she sprang away, her face flaming. | 

“J guess youre a beast,” she flashed. “That's 
why it requires more than it would for a man. Now 
Pll wrap it up.” 

She bandaged it quickly and stepped aside. 

“And why that flash because 1 appreciate a wife’s 
ministrations?” Dan dared, still smiling. 

For a few seconds she did not answer, then the 
rosy tint left her cheeks and she sobered. 

“What we need to do is to drop this sort of fool- 
ishness,” she rejoined. “I need your help, Dan, 
more than you can guess. J—-well, after all, I am 
only a girl, playing a rather desperate mans game, 
and playing it alone.” 

He nodded, impressed by her words and the seri- 
ousness of her tone. 

“That’s right. We've acted like two unbroken 
colts.” 

Evening was falling. The clock indicated the hour 
at which they had arrived on the previous day. 
Wanda crossed to the window and stood silently 
watching the fading pink of day which flooded the 
rumpled valley and glinted on the pools of the almost 
dried river. 

“It is beautiful, beautiful! You will grow to love 
it, Dan. It’s all shadow in one place and all rose in 
another, and in another it is golden. It is a red 
land, Dan, and a cruel land to those who do not 
understand and love it. But here is health and free- 
dom and grandeur, and even if you think you don’t 
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like it and are tired of it, you'll yearn for it whe, 
you leave.” 

“T suspect that you are a true product of it,” said 
Dan slowly. “One has to learn your moods, has to 
know you, and then ” He broke off very sud- 
denly indeed. 

She faced him quite calmly, although her face was 
rather white, 

_ “Wanda, why did you run away this morning after 
you shot that stick from my hand?” 

Abruptly she turned her eyes toward the twilight. 
They were wide and dark, as the great outdoors was 
wide and dark. She drew a deeper breath, 

“It—it isn’t a pleasant job to shoot at a man, even 
if you don’t try to hit him. I was—nasty this morn- 
ing. You'll forgive me, won’t you, Dan?” 

“Oh, sure! And, say, Wanda—after you left me. 
this morning I practiced shooting from the draw, 
and I think I’ve improved. I’m better, anyway, 
than when " 

“Run away, Dan, and clean up for dinner. Woo 
will have it ready any minute now.” The man 
obeyed her mandate. 

Night had fallen by the time they finished dinner, 
and, at Wanda’s request, Dan opened the window. Aj 
soft wind crept into the room, warm from its miles 
of travel over the sun-baked plains, and faintly 
scented with the odor of the crisp vegetation and the 
spicy breath of the sage. 

“Fill your pipe and smoke,” the girl suggested, 
drawing her chair closer to the window so that the 
air could fan her. “Blow out the lamp and draw 
your chair over here, Dan. Don’t you like to sit 
quietly in the twilight—and in the night ?” 
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Chadwick nodded as he lighted his pipe. Then he 
extinguished the light and joined his wife. It was 
very still, A horse in the corral coughed, and that 
was all. The stillness was vast, intangible, far more 
marvelous than it had seemed on the previous night. 

“Woo told me about coming here—how your 
father had found him. He was helping me saddle 
King Cole,” remarked Chadwick, as the sound of a 
fiddle came to them. 

“He was?” 

“Yes, I tipped him a little.” 

“Tipped him!” The girl’s voice seemed very tense 
for such a trite dialogue. “How much ?” 

“A dollar bill. I felt sorry for him, and thought 
maybe he’d find use for a little change.” 

“No doubt he will. But perhaps having it in his 
possession will bring a return of the gambling fever 
which is a racial characteristic. He mh Se 
caught her breath and broke off suddenly. 

“What's the matter? Did I do wrong? I didn't 
know, of course—or I wouldn’t have done it. I 
Then he, too, stopped suddenly. He sensed, rather 
than felt, that she was reaching her hand toward his, 
and he knew intuitively that she had not gasped as 
she had because of the tip to Ah Woo. He groped 
until his hand met hers. She raised it and pointed 
silently through the window before which they sat. 

Dan looked carefully. At first he could discern 
nothing save the billowing of the white curtains, and 
then as he stared he became conscious of something 
strange about the window itself. There was—yes, 
he couldn’t be mistaken—there was the shadow of a 
man across the sill. 

Every nerve in Chadwick’s body grew tense and 
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alert. He knew now that it was a shadow and he 
knew that the shadow moved. There was some one — 
crouching there, eavesdropping. Dan’s mind raced 
back to the discovery of the afternoon, the bit of ~ 
scorched paper he had found. The watcher, if he ~ 
were the same, was growing bolder—very much 
bolder. 

His jaws set firmly. Here was a situation which 
he must cope with. Firmly, yet deliberately, he re- 
leased Wanda’s hand and dropped his own to the 
butt of the gun which lay snugly in the holster. His — 
hand tightened about the cool rubber handle, and he 
drew the gun with infinite caution. He drew his feet 
under his chair and rose very slowly. 

ist’ 

In a leap he was at the window, his revolver ready 
to spurt deadly flame into the night at the intruder. 

Like a flash the shadowy shape vanished below the 
sill, and there came to Chadwick’s ears the sound of 
swiftly running feet. Then a stumble, a grunt, and 
a muffled stream of profanity. 

Without a moment’s hesitation, Dan flung a leg 
across the sill, followed it with the other, and cata- 
pulted his body into the night. 

Satisfied, after a brief moment’s listening, that the 
footsteps of the prowler were directed toward the 
rear of the house, he followed with all possible speed, 
straining his eyes for a possible sight of the ma- 
rauder, 

He rounded the corner of the house and darted 
down the areaway which lay between it and the cook- 
house, in which a dim light sputtered fitfully. He 
noticed subconsciously that Ah Woo’s fiddle still 
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spoke in thin, elfin notes, strangely attuned to time 
and place, eerie, primitive. 

The moon was fising; its silver edge tipped the 
eastern hills with light and threw its first faint rays 
across the slumberous valley. And by these rays, 
Chadwick discerned a low-running shadow moving 
swiftly toward the ravine with its dugout cave and 
puncheon door. 

“Halt!” he yelled, increasing his own speed and 
throwing his gun up in the general direction of his 
quarry. 

The man paused. Plainly he realized that he was 
caught. Dan slackened his pace, but held his gun 
ready. He determined to keep the man covered, walk 
up to him, and take his prisoner. 

Crack! 

A jet of vicious flame, yellow and stabbing the 
black velvet of the night, came unheralded from the 
black mass which was the other man. Something 
hummed dangerously close to Chadwick’s ear with 
the whir of a beetle. 

Chadwick paused, suddenly cold. It was his first 
experience under fire, and, although disconcerted, he 
vaguely wondered why he was not terrified. Then 
rage flamed against this man who sought his life. 

The man had turned and was again speeding to- 
ward the sanctuary of the ravine, Answering blind 
impulse, Chadwick threw up his own weapon and 
fired point-blank at the shadow. 

The flame spurted into the night, the acrid smoke 
of the powder blew black into his nostrils, the recoil 
of the gun tingled through wrist and arm. The 
running figure, mow shown in silhouette on the lip 
of the ravine, lurched distinctly before it disappeared. 
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Chadwick stood motionless, peering with strained 
eyes toward the spot where the intruder had sunk — 
under cover, and then he became faintly conscious of — 
a screaming repetition of his own name coming from 
the lips of a woman. 

There came a quick clatter of hoofs. Then the 
moon showed the vague shape of man and horse 
cresting the ravine on the other side at top speed. 
He raised his gun to fire again, and couldn't. 

Wanda of the White Sage, her face deathly white, 
had tight grip of his arm. 


CHAPTER XV; 
BITTER WORDS 


AN!” she gasped. “Dan—you're hurt! You're 
hurt!” 

Chadwick tore his gaze from the fast-disappearing 
shapes across the ravine and forced himself to smile 
reassuringly as he gazed at the girl. Now that the 
danger was over for the moment, he felt strangely 
shaken, as though nothing in the wide world would 
be as sweet as to break down and cry like a baby. 

“You're hurt!” she repeated. 

He shook himself and laughed. The laughter 
rang with unpleasant harshness on the still night air. 

“No, I’m not hurt, but I'll bet dollars to doughnuts 
I winged that ginney.” 

Wanda released her grip of his arm and stepped 
back with a long-drawn, quivering sigh. Man and 
woman, they stood alone, alone in the silence of the 
night, the sage-scented night breeze still poisoned by 
the pungent aroma which curled from the barrel of 
Dan’s revolver. There was no sound; even Woo’s 
fiddle had ceased at sound of the shooting. Dan 
turned idly toward the cookhouse and saw the figure 
of the Chinaman framed inquisitively in the door- 
way. 

Wanda was speaking, and he caught snatches of 
her mumbled words: “Oh, God! Has it come to 
this? I was afraid! I had hoped—hoped % 

“What?” 

She shook herself together. 
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“Nothing.” She turned toward the house. ‘ 
“Whoever he was, he has made his get-away.” 

“Have you any idea who he might have been?” 
asked Chadwick, as he fell into step by her side. 

“No, unless he was one o 2 

“One of what?” he said sharply as she paused. 

She stopped in her tracks and turned toward him, 
her expression pitiable. , 

“Don’t! Please don’t, Dan!” 

“Don’t what?” 

“Don’t take advantage of my shaken condition to 
make me tell you things which I should not—and 
would not, under ordinary circumstances—tell you. 
I can’t tell you, although I want to. It means my 
life; almost—it means my woman’s right to happi- 
ness. I must fight in the darkness, alone—keeping it 
all locked here.” She raised her hand and struck 
herself, sharply on the breast. 

“Wanda!” The man’s voice dropped to a plead- 
ing inflection. “Can't you tell me—can’t you tell 
your husband? Can’t you feel that I.am your friend 
and that I am to be trusted. I can be of infinitely 
more help if you let me know what it’s all about?” 

“A friend to be trusted!” she flared, with sudden 
passion. “Who asks me a leading question, then 
goes to the map to prove me a liar.” 

“Oh! But why did you tell me a deliberate un- 
truth—when the disproving of it was so easy?” 

“I can’t explain! I can't, I tell you. I—I’ve 
guarded my tongue too long; have too long prac- 
ticed deception, to unlearn the habit in a moment. 
But—well, there is a railroad over yonder about a 
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hundred miles. It doesn’t matter now whether you 
know it or not.” 

“Did it matter this morning?” 

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” 

Chadwick stiffened. He recalled with increasing 
distinctness the details of the stranger’s embraces the 
previous midnight. The stranger had headed for 
that railroad, and if Chadwick had known 
Bah! Here he had risked his life in the woman's 
service, and she would not even trust him to be true 
to her. He spoke unguardedly: 

“T suppose you mean that by now that chap is safe 
from pursuit!” 

She gasped. She stepped back and stared at him 
in unconcealed amazement and horror. 

“What—what man, Dan? You mean—the man 
who just tried to shoot you?” 

“No,” roughly. ‘You know very well who I 
mean. I mean the man who was here last night. 
The one who told you to kill me if I presumed on 
our legal relationship. The one who kissed you and 
then rode off, leading a pack animal.” 

For perhaps a minute she was motionless. Then 
her eyes flamed with a terrible anger. Her body 
quivered. 

“You—you sneak! You liar! You eavesdropper ! 
You prowled about and watched !? She fought for 
control of herself, then suddenly stepped close to 
him and grasped his arm in a viselike grip. Her 
narrowed eyes flamed into his. ‘“‘What did you see? 
Tell me everything! Tell me now—how much did 
you see?” 

They had become estranged, antagonistic, Chad- 
wick set his teeth. 
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“Enough, at any rate, to be interesting,” he re- 
joined angrily, 

Wanda shook the arm she held—shook it with 
futile fury. 

“Answer my question like a man—if you can. 
With honesty—if honesty is in you. You spied! 
Well, what did your spying gain you? What did 
you see? Do—do you know what happens to spies 
sometimes ?” 

Chadwick smiled easily. 

“Don’t get melodramatic, wife o’ mine. I may 
be in danger of being shot, but not by you or Ah 
Woo.” 

“What did you see?” 

“I saw a man and a girl and two horses. I saw a 
very affectionate parting; embraces and kisses and all 
that. And—er—I saw, Mrs. Chadwick, a very well- 
concealed trapdoor in the floor of the office. Very 
cleverly arranged.”’ 

Wanda closed her eyes, and a spasm of pain 
flashed across her white face. She spoke with 
deadly calmness. ) 

“Listen!’? she ordered, her voice untrembling. 
“You saw; that damage has been done. I am not 
being melodramatic; you haven't yet learned the 
deadly nature of the game you have stepped into, 
but if you wish to live, you must swear that you will 
breathe no word of what you saw last night to any 
living soul. And you must keep away from it. I 
warn you right now, Mr. Chadwick, that you must 
keep your oath—this time, It evidently is not a 
habit with you. But, believe or not, as you like, I 
will stop at nothing to put you out of the way if I 
Suspect you of being false to me. You don't under- 
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stand things—but you may understand that I am a 
desperate woman, cornered, and that I will stop at 
nothing.” 

“And if I don’t promise? If I don’t swear t 

“Don’t—please don’t put me to the test. Because 
after a test—it might be too late for you to promise 
anything.” | 

“First of all,” said Chadwick, “I will tell you 
what happened and how it was that I saw what I 
saw.” He sketched in rapid detail his experience of 
the previous night. “Remember, you had told me 
that you would be alone here save for myself, and 
that the presence of outsiders meant danger for you, 
your honor, or your safety. Remember, I under- 
stood nothing; I knew no foes, I knew no friends. 
Now tell me—what other course could I have pur- 
sued ?” 

For five minutes they stared at one another. He 
broke the pregnant silence: 

“Bor a deserted ranch, this place seems fairly 
popular.” 

“Will—will you swear?’ He noticed that she 
swayed slightly. 

And then he laughed. It was a laugh strange to 
him; it even surprised him. 

“No! he snapped harshly. “No, I will not swear. 
No! No! No!” 

“Dan!’’? There was fear in her tones. 

‘Don’t try to frighten me. I have promised once, 
and that promise holds. But I'll take no new oaths. 
I will not bother your trapdoor, nor’—he bowed— 
‘will I again annoy you by asking confidences.” 

They walked slowly to the ranch house. Once 
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there, he held the door that she might enter. She — 
paused and faced him. 
“Listen carefully. I hate you! I hate you fora 
spy and a sneak and a cad! Don’t forget!” She 
was gone. tat. 
Chadwick stood where she had left him, then he 
turned and crossed the open space to the stockade, 
where he leaned against the palisade and gazed 
through. 
He conceived a notion to saddle King Cole and 
ride off through the moonlight; sleep was out of the 
question. A man does not come from under fire for 
the first time in his life and long for bed. But he 


decided that such a course might again enrage the j 
girl, and he shook his head and returned to the | 
house. 


A light burned low on the center table, and beside 
it was a candle in a holder and a small box of 
matches. He lighted the candle, extinguished the 
lamp flame, made his way to his room, where he 
hung revolver, holster, and belt over a chair, and 
seated himself on the edge of the bed. 

“A sweet mess!” he muttered. “Anyway, I hardly \ 
think that chap will come back to-night.” ; 


CHAPTER XVI 
CAVE OF MYSTERY 


OR the first time his thoughts left Wanda and 

reverted to the mysterious prowler. Wanda had 
suspected who the man might be, had started to 
voice her suspicion, and had then closed her lips. It 
was part of the muddle which menaced her, and, al- 
though startled, she had seemed no whit surprised 
that there should be prowlers about. 

Dan wondered if the man were he who had 
lurked in the crow’s nest in the hills; the man with 
the government envelope. But a government agent 
would hardly proceed in such a crude way. Then 
who? And why? Chadwick tore off his shoes and 
dropped them by the side of the bed. 

Why had the man lurched as Chadwick fired? 
Had he been hit, or had he stumbled? If hit, it was 
certain that he was not badly hurt, for he had gotten 
away too easily for a badly wounded man. Chad- 
wick decided to inspect the scene of the shooting in 
the morning for blood traces. Then he disrobed, 
blew out the candle, and stretched himself, wild-eyed, 
on the bed. 

He didn’t expect to sleep, but he waked suddenly 
with the sun of the next day streaming into the 
room. He looked at his watch and found it far 
past five o’clock. He dressed hurriedly and left the 
room by the simple expedient of dropping through 
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his window. He then made his way toward the 
ravine. 

He reached the wrinkled lip of the gully and looked 
down. The door of the cave lay almost beneath him, 
and beside him and close to the edge was an exten- 
sive clump of low-growing weeds, across which he 
saw a series of crimson spots half dried to a dull, 
leathery consistency. Chadwick felt a queer sensa- 
tion in the pit of his stomach as he realized that the 
spots were blood. His bullet had found its mark; a 
great tribute to his marksmanship, but somewhat 
nauseating to a man unused to shooting at his fellow 
creatures. 

Dan let himself down the side of the ravine, fol- 
lowing the plain trail left by the speeding, sliding, 
‘high-heeled boots of the stranger. Near the door 
of the cave he found other marks—hoofprints and 
more boot tracks. And there on a big rock was a 
pool of dried blood. 

“I—I probably got him in the arm,” mused 
Chadwick. 

He stared down the sun-drenched coulee, then he 
swung out and approached the door of the cave. His 
inspection of the rough-hewn logs was made with 
little interest. He had never understood its purpose. 

The door was of five riven boards nailed to cross- 
pieces and hinged to a heavily timbered top and 
bottom which were sunk into the earthen bank. A 
. tough hasp and staple, fastened by a padlock, served 
to make the entrance secure against intrusion. It 
was rusty and securely fastened. He glanced idly 
to the ground and then gasped. 

Other footprints lay on the soil before the door. 
They were not the boot marks of the midnight in- 
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truder, but they were larger. They were fresh, too, 
unmarked by the passage of time. 

Elis interest quickened, and he inspected the lock 
once again. Plainly some one had been there, and 
not so very long ago; and the man whom he had 
wounded. had hitched his horse at this specific point. 
What could be its purpose? 

The lock showed no signs of recent use, and Dan 
let his eyes travel along the hasp—and they widened. 
Under the staple which held the strip of metal to 
the door, he spied a single, deep indentation, as 
though some one had slipped a tool beneath the 
staple and sought to pry it out of the plank. He 
wondered whether they had failed—or succeeded, and 
then replaced the staple. The mark, too, was freshly 
made. 

Chadwick set to work swiftly on his own hook. 
He seized the staple in his fingers and tugged. It 
jerked loose with surprising ease. Then, with a 
single wrench, he flung open the door and stepped 
within; yet, even then, he did not seem to have 
gained anything worth while. 

The interior of the cave reminded him of an 
ordinary cellar dug out of the bank with some rough 
shelving along the side wall and the rear. A few 
sacks of potatoes and several smoked hams and 
bacon met his prying glance; and that was all. 

Or was it? His eyes, dropping casually to the 
floor, fell on fresh footprints leading in from the 
mouth of the cave. They led straight from the 
door to the row of shelving at the rear, and there 
they paused and jumbled together. From that jum- 
ble of footprints there was a line leading into the 
cave and one leading out. 
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Dan stood on the point of the foot-track mixture. 
It lay midway of the back wall, and he paused to 
inspect closely; certain now that he was on the verge 
of a discovery. He found himself before a set of 
shelves such as lined the sides, built of sapling up- 
rights and roughly boarded at the back into the ap- 
pearance of crude, shallow cupboards. Two sets of 
the shelves appeared to meet, and at first the fact 
meant nothing. Then his eyes flashed and he trem- 
bled with excitement, Why should two sets of up- 
rights have been used when the shelves from each 
lateral might just as well have been joined into one? 

Chadwick, acting instinctively, laid hold of the 
two sets of uprights and pulled. Those on his left 
gave slightly. He increased his efforts, then whistled 
with surprise as the whole line of shelving swung 
toward him in the manner of a great gate, disclosing 
a dark space behind. He squeezed into this space 
and paused. 

Now he was conscious of a cool, damp sensation 
such as one expects in a tunnel. The darkness was 
impenetrable. He put out an inquiring hand and 
4 encountered nothing save space. He was startled 
i with the idea that there might be no rear wall. And 
| 


the mouth of the tunnel was hidden by that diaboli- 
cally clever shelving! 
Chadwick did two things. First he found a match 
and then he drew his gun. With the weapon secured 
ry in his right hand, he struck the match with his left. 
/ The place was cold and clammy, and he shivered. 
It flared—and showed a passage leading straight 
ahead interminably, 
Step by step, with every sense keyed to highest 
® pitch of attention, Dan moved ahead. The match 
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died, and he lighted another, counting his steps as 
he moved ahead into the drear unknown—five, ten, 
twenty, forty, sixty. Matches died, and he lighted 
others, lessening no whit his infinite caution. The 
sixth match brought him to a halt in time to prevent 
his running into a wall. 

He lighted a seventh and stared at the obstruction. 
It was of rough, native stone such as one would find 
in the bed of the ravine or along the banks of a 
swift-running river. It was laid in mortar. 

The mortar was fresh! 

The work was rough, but effective in its object of 
blocking the tunnel. Chadwick glanced down again 
to meet with his eyes the broad footprints he had 
noticed in the outer cave. He stooped down to ex- 
amine them, then caught his breath and straightened. 

Some one had traveled thus far, had been stopped 
by the fresh masonry, and had turned back, Then 
it had plainly been some one who knew of the exist- 
ence of the tunnel, but not of the obstruction. Did 
Wanda know of it? 

Last night she had started to say something about 
the probable identity of the man at whom he, Dan, 
had fired with such effect—then had paused. Per- 
haps her sentence would have been: “Unless he is 
one of Marvin’s men!” 

There was a trapdoor in the office. There was a 
tunnel from the ravine. Were they connected ? 

Reassuring himself that the wall was impassable, 
Dan retraced his steps. 

The passage was tortuous, but Chadwick made his 
way by the aid of matches and at length he regained 
the shelf door. He slipped into the cave and swung 
the shelves back into place, pausing again to marvel 
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at the cleverness of the plan. He crossed the cave and — 
made his exit. 

Then he picked up the staple which he had jerked 
loose, put it in position, and picked up a big stone. 
With great care, so that he might leave no telltale 
marks, he hammered the staple back into place. 

“Is it that you have lost the key that you use so 
novel a way of locking the door, then, sefior?”’ 

Chadwick gasped and lifted his eyes in the direc 
tion from which the voice had come. 

On the brink of the ravine above him stood the 
figure of a man. A’ cynical, knowing sneer played 
about his thin lips. 


CHAPTER XVII 
THE VAQUEROS RETURN 


Cs stared at the stranger with a de- 
liberation which passed muster as calmness. He 
saw a man, slender of build, and of medium height, 
of an olive complexion and with a dapper, black mus- 
tache. He smiled slightly under Dan’s scrutiny, 
showing twin rows of perfect teeth. Very calmly 
he rolled a cigarette with one hand. 

He wore a cotton shirt, a pair of tooled leather 
wristlets, a cartridge belt which sagged at one side 
under the weight of a holster, and a wide, high- 
crowned hat, with silver-embroidered band, some- 
what too gaudy in style for Chadwick’s taste. He 
appeared a boulevardier in disguise, a dandy of the 
desert, a Beau Brummel of the wilds, and his atti- 
tude of amused, impersonal interest excited, at once, 
Chadwick’s admiration and pique. 

“Tt’s shut, anyway,” he answered, somewhat too 
shortly. “And what might I be able to do for you?” 

The stranger struck a match with exasperating 
slowness, lighted his cigarette, puffed meditatively, 
absently pinched out the tiny flame when it reached 
the danger point, and then flipped it to one side. 

“A-a-h!” he intoned softly. “You do not know 
me, senor. I am Miguel Moreno, but at such time 
I used to work for the Bar Z they called me Mike.” 

Chadwick scrambled upward to the other’s side, 
and noticed his saddled horse a few feet away. 

“So you used to work here?” 
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“Si, senior. I was vaquero for Sefior Corcoran — . 
three-four year ago. At that time I. have Jef. @ 


Now I am return.” 

“So I notice.” Chadwick grinned slightly. “And 
what*is it you want? A job? If it is, I can tell 
you as well as the next that the ranch isn’t running 
now.” , 

Moreno nodded. 

“That I can see for myself, sefor. But no, I do 
not desire a—a—job. I am but passing to Ely, 
where I shall sell my horse and ship myself and my 
saddle out to the Humboldt country, where there is 
still need of vaqueros. Eet is morning, senior, and I 
would eat. Eet is for that I have stopped.” 

Chadwick cursed himself for a stupid ass. Of 
course he had forgotten the hospitality of the West, 
so accustomed had he come, even in his short stay, 
to suspicion. He smiled with apology and real 
cordiality. 

“Surest thing you know—Mike. Pardon the 
brusqueness of my reception, but the fact of the 
matter is that some one was prowling around here 
last night, and took a shot at me. I shot back, and 
I think I hit him. Anyway, there’s a little blood 
spattered around, So you can see that, being a 
stranger myself, I am a little leery of all other 
strangers.” 

“Madre de Dios! But yes, sefior. To youamla 
stranger and eet is natural that you should be under- 
stand since you are a stranger. But I, at least, am 
not the one who prowled last night and was heet by 
you. A bite for myself and a drink for my horse is 
all I desire—and’”—he smiled winningly—‘‘I ask ior 
them in the light of the day.” 
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“That’s all right. Turn your horse into the corral. 
Since you worked for Corcoran, you know where it 
is. Then trot along to the cookhouse. Woo will 
hand you some grub, Guess you know him, too, 
don’t you?” ; 

“But, yes, gracias, sefor. ‘T’anks.” Miguel 
turned to his horse, tossed the reins over his neck, 
vaulted to the saddle, and spurred toward the corral. 
Chadwick followed swiftly on foot. 

And as he walked he tried to understand his dis- 
coveries of the past hour. There was something 
about the whole situation which a mere word could 
explain, and whatever it was it must be held in the 
place between the new stone wall in the tunnel and 
the trapdoor in the floor of the ranch-house office, 
provided he was correct in his rox isi that the 
two connected. 

Again there popped into his mind a vivid recollec- 
tion of the dialogue two nights previously between 
the midnight stranger and the girl. The dialogue in 
which the girl had been ordered, and half agreed, to 
shoot her husband cold-bloodedly if the occasion 
arose. 

Whatever the real trouble was, two facts pre- 
sented themselves starkly to Chadwick; first, it was 
something critical, and secondly—Wanda knew about 
it and was assisting in its concealment. 

Of course, Corcoran, presuming he was engaged 
in a nefarious trade, was, nevertheless, the girl’s 
father, and it was natural that she should help fight 
his battles, even though they were in an unworthy 
cause. Still, it was disappointing, and Dan felt it 
would be much easier for him, could he know on 
what ground he stood. 
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He reached the ranch house and entered the living 
room. Wanda was seated on the couch and she 
glanced up casually. 

“Good morning,” said Dan politely. 

“Good morning. I didn’t know you were up yet. 
When did you go out?” | 

“Some time ago. I selected the window as the 
easiest mode of exit.” 

Wanda raised her brows frigidly. “That seems 
to be a habit with you. Was the effort repaid—this 
time?” 

The man stiffened with a recurrence of his an- 
tagonism. Wanda’s attitude impressed him as need- 
lessly feudal. He had come to tell her of Miguel 
Moreno. Now the remembrance slipped him, and 
he crossed to an easy-chair, into which he dropped, 
throwing one leg over the arm in a careless fashion. 

“Perhaps,” he answered, in Delphic manner. 

Wanda paid no attention to th; intentionally puz- 
zling answer. 

“Tt looks like a coming hot day.” 

“Yes,”’ agreed the man. 

“What are you going to do?” 

“Me? Oh, I don’t know; maybe I'll get a saddle 
on King Cole and get another ride. I suppose I 
might as well get used to the saddle. Yesterday left 
me a bit sore.” 

“Yes—you must get used to it. And you might 
take your gun and some ammunition and try to im- 
prove your shooting.” 

Dan chuckled grimly. “My shooting is pretty fair, 
thank you. I hit that guy last night.” 

“What!” Wanda stiffened, startled from her 
studied pose. 
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“Yes, indeed, despite the fact that I am an inquisi- 
tive, inept tenderfoot. There is quite a bit of blood 
scattered about in the ravine where he had his horse 


tethered.” 


He was surprised to see that she looked more wor- 
ried than frightened, and her lips set into a straight, 
white line. Of all emotions, why should that of 
worry come to her at this stage of the game? It 
was a new puzzle to Dan. 

“I’m sorry,’ she said slowly. “It will only serve 
to whet their determination and will work us no 
good. They will take no chances—next time.” 

‘Next time?’ ” 

“Yes,” she sighed; “there will certainly be a next 
time—after last night.” 

“There are times, Wanda—and this is one of them 
—when I would like to shake you.” 

“No doubt. But I think you exhibited a full 
quota of unmanly tricks last night.” 

“Ts that so? It was you who suggested close co- 
operation between us, and then, without waiting for 
explanations or anything else, you fly off the reel 
and call me a sneak, a cur, and a cad, and all because 
I stumbled on something which I wasn’t meant to 
see. God knows you must have thought I lacked all 
five of the senses. Could such weird happenings go 
on under the nose of any man and he not see? What 
you should have married, Wanda—is a machine gun, 
not a man.” 

“We'll drop the discussion, if you please,” she said 
freezingly. 

“Suits me.” Chadwick walked across the room 
and stood looking out of the window. He felt 
badly badgered, and he feared further conversation 
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of any sort with this tantalizing, unreasonable woman > 
creature, who had projected him into the heart of 


the maelstrom. 


So angered had he become that all thought of - ae 


Miguel Moreno had slipped his mind. Ah Woo ap- 
peared to announce breakfast, and Wanda spoke, her — 
voice surprisingly gentle: 

“Come, Dan. If you're going for a long ride, 
you'd better eat a big breakfast.” 

He was rather sulky as he followed her into the 
dining room, and he felt that nothing in the world 
would give him quite as much relief as to reach out 
his big hands and shake her lithe body until some of 
the cattish moods were driven from it. But he seated 
himself with forced docility, and ate—without know- 
ing what he ate—until Wanda glanced curiously at 
him. 

“Tf you're through—don’t let me keep you,” she 
prompted. “Go do your riding. I’ve some sewing to 
occupy me to-day.” 

“Thank you.” Dan noticed that his voice shook 
the least bit, and he wondered why. The fact of the 
matter was that the girl had stung him to the quick, 
more, even, than he admitted. At any rate, his best 
defense lay in affecting unconcern. ! 

He seemed to himself to be pitifully inadequate to 
the exigencies of the strange situation, and in the 
spotlight of her cold-water mood the great adven- 
ture, which had loomed so magnificently romantic on 
his city-bound horizon, had now dwarfed to a petty 
and vicious struggle between two camps of probable 
lawbreakers. That she was of them only served to 
increase his dissatisfaction, 

Dan followed Woo from the room to the cook- 
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house, where he found Ah Woo already busy with 
his dishes. Moreno lounged in a chair at one end of 
the table, blowing a thin stream of cigarette smoke 
from between his lips. | 

“Holla, sefior!’ he greeted lightly, as Chadwick 
hove into view. ‘Jus’ one lil’ smoke after breakfast, 
as you see.” 

“Go as far as you like, Mike. And say, Woo— 
will you wrap up 4 couple of sandwiches for me, and 
then help me put a saddle on King Cole?” 

Moreno let down his chair. “But I will help you, 
senor, while Ah Woo shall put up the lunch. Fet is 
that you will ride all day?” 

“A good part of it, anyway. T'll be obliged if 
you will help me.” 

Miguel tossed his cigarette through the door of the 
cookhouse, and the two men started for the corral. 
Miguel secured King Cole with his reata, and they 
fought the bit into his mouth. 

“You like thees country, sefior >” inquired Miguel 
softly, as Chadwick wrestled with the girths. 

“So-so.” 

“Ah Woo tells me that you are to be congratulate 
that the Sefiorita Corcoran is now the Sefiora 
Chadwick.” Moreno’s teeth dashed in a good-natured 
smile. “She ees a woman of spirit, the Sefiorita 
Wanda. Life weeth her should not grow tame OF 
uneenteresting.’ 

“What do you mean?” 

Miguel shrugged lightly. “But nothing, sefior. 1 
have known ‘her ver’ well. I am her admirer ver’ 
much, The sefior I envy an’ felicitate in one breath. 
No more.” 

“Thanks, Mike.” Dan led King Cole to the gate, 
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which Miguel opened. Five minutes later he was 
speeding off across the hillside, where already the — 
sun was reincarnating the breath of the sage. 

Suddenly he chuckled. Moreno had worked on the 
ranch, and he had known Wanda. He predicted 
calmly that life with the lady would not be lacking 
in spice; he was right. There had been mighty little 
dullness since Dan had met her, at any rate. 

He paused to marvel at the brevity of their ac- 
quaintance, less than a week in all, and what had 
happened! She was a woman in a million, despite 
her number of thoroughly feminine characteristics. 


CHAPTER XVIII 
AMBUSHED 


E horse settled down to an easy, space-eating 

stride, and Dan guided him toward the north 
and west along the foothills. He wondered if he 
would again he able to find the abandoned camp fire 
and see if it showed signs of reoccupation during the 
night just past. 

He rode low in the valley until a shoulder of the 
hills hid him effectually from the ranch, then he 
swung King Cole’s head and worked his way up the 
ridge in the direction which, the calculated, would 
bring him across the trail of any one who had 
sought the crow’s nest. 

At length he found the trail, but could not tell 
whether it was old or new. He followed it very 
carefully, and came at length to the circle of stones 
which had served to box in the fire. The stones and 
the ashes lay as he had left them the previous day, 
and he saw, too, the evidences of his scratching 
among the embers. 

He judged that the man had not returned. He 
looked about idly, remounted, and made off down 
the back trail, running across, of a sudden, what he 
had failed to notice the day before. 

He came upon a split in the trail. There was a 
faint single track which left the more heavily marked 
trail between the fireplace and the point which the 
man seemed to have selected as his observation point, 
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and this trail led away toward the valley at an angle, 
Chadwick urged King Cole forward at a slow walk 
along the faintly limned track, | 

It led tortuously into the valley, twisting and 
turning to suit the general topography of the slope, 
but heading always toward the heart of the valley, 
and sinking farther and farther into the gulch which 
footed the ridge. At length the, too, reached the 
gulch, and with great difficulty followed the trail 
across the gully until it mounted the other side to 
the sage-grown slopes. There it turned sharply to- 
ward the north, and was easily discernible, thanks to 
the nature of the soil and the dry weather which had 
left it unmarred. 

Chadwick rode slowly, leaning from the saddle to 
scan the line of hoofprints, and then he received a 
fresh surprise when he ran abruptly on another line 
of hoofprints leading directly from the ranch. The 
trail he followed crossed this, and went on for sev- 
eral yards, and then turned on the heels of the other 
in a parallel direction, finally swinging once more 
back across the rolling hills. 

Dan halted his mount and sat thinking profoundly. 
At length came a glimmer of understanding. His 
theory was that two nights previously a man had 
ridden from the ranch, leading a pack horse. The 
last track found showed a double set of prints, and 
now the one he was following turned in the direction 
of the double set of prints. 

It was plain, therefore, that the watcher in the 
hills had followed the midnight stranger who had 
left the ranch with the pack animal. It was probable 
that the man in the crow’s nest had been on the watch 
two nights previously, had gotten wind of the de- 
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parture, and had hit the trail. Dan marveled at the 
espionage to which the Bar Z was subject. 

Dan dismounted further on and untied the pack- 
age containing Ah Woo’s sandwiches, and prepared 
for an hour’s rest. 

It was as he settled comfortably on the ground 
that he became aware of something wrong. He felt 
the holster slap his leg lightly—far too lightly. He 
glanced down in sudden alarm. The holster was 
empty, the revolver gone! 

He stared in stupid amazement. Then he grinned 
ruefully. 

“A swell specimen I am,” he snorted disgustedly. 
“T can’t even pack a gun without droppifig it. Oh, 
well!” 

The air and exercise were conducive to sleep, and 
the shadow of the ledge had traveled far when Dan 
awakened and started to his feet. King Cole stood 
drowsily in the shade which now encompassed him 
as well as the man. Only out in the valley was the 
sunlight in evidence, and Chadwick realized that he 
had slept away the major portion of the aiternoon. 
It didn’t matter, anyway. He was the holder of 
valuable knowledge, always presuming that his con- 
clusions had been logical. He gathered the reins, 
swung to King Cole’s back, and started back the way 
he had come. 

Cra-a-ang! 

Chadwick was halfway up the side of a ridge 
when the sound struck his ears. Coincidentally his 
felt hat jerked sideways on his head and nearly fell. 
He leaped for a protecting spine of rock instinctively. 

Cra-a-a-a-ang! 

A second bullet flattened against the rock as he slid 
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behind it. Whoever it was shot a rifle, and shot with 
deadly intent. With morbid curiosity Chadwick 
pulled off his hat and glanced at it. Two jagged 
holes appeared where the bullet from an express 
rifle had plowed straight through the crown. If the 
ranch was at war—very good, but this sort of thing 
was murder, pure and simple, and only a miracle had 
saved him He peered cautiously from behind his 
rock of safety, but saw nothing in the gathering 
gloom. 

He dropped his hand to his side pocket, where he 
retained his automatic. But the other man was using 
a rifle, and the automatic was of no avail. Dan 
frowned angrily, albeit he admitted to himself that 
he was very much afraid. 

But why was his death sought? What had he to 
do with the murderous feud, whatever might be the 
motive? He set his lips and narrowed his eyes. 
Miguel Moreno had carried a leather rifle holster 
strapped to his saddle. Could it be that the Mexi- 
can But surely not. The man had been too 
openly friendly, and if he had been this type of 
enemy, he would not have dared seek the hospitality 
of the Bar Z. 

Chadwick took careful note of his position. He 
saw that the rock behind which he crouched would 
protect a cautious retreat for several yards. Night 
was falling rapidly, and night meant safety—in a 
measure, at any rate. Willing to take a risk in the 
dusk, he edged toward his mount, seized the bridle, 
swung to the saddle, and spurred him down the 
ridge. A hundred pounding yards he rode, and no 
shot greeted him. A hundred more, and still no shot. 
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Surprised, he paused and looked back. The gorge 
was as dark, as silent, as inscrutable, as seemingly 
empty, as ever. He rode on with a sense of safety, 
and a growing feeling of intense anger and hatred 
toward this would-be murderer. 

He reached the corral, unsaddled King Cole, and 
walked past the cook-house. He noticed, though, 
that Moreno’s horse was gone, and that would, of 
course, mean that the Mexican had departed, and it 
might mean considerably more. 

He vowed suspicion of every one and everything 
from now on. Twice within twenty-four hours he 
had been in dire peril. He strode to the cook-house 
door, where Ah Woo was busy washing up. Dan 
gathered that dinner was over. 

‘Hello, Woo!” he greeted. 

The Chinaman turned. 

“Hullow!” he replied, without particular emotion, 
save that to Dan his face seemed to wear a look of 
sullen brooding. ‘You wan’ supper. You latee.” 

“Yes, give me something to eat. I'll eat it here.” 
His eyes roved here and there about the lamp-illu- 
mined room as the cook busied himself fixing a 
snack. Suddenly they paused their roving scrutiny. 
There was a light spot in the shadows under the 
table. He strode across the room after it, he lifted 
it. It was a playing card—the ace of hearts! 

Wanda’s remarks concerning Woo’s passion for 
gaming flooded to his mind. Moreno was a Mexican 
—and Mexicans were great gamblers, too, he had 
heard. He turned toward the cook and extended the 
card. 

“Yours?” he inquired, watching the man’s eyes. 
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He imagined that they flashed as Woo took the 
card and thrust it into his shirt. 

“I guessee so, mebbe mine.” 

“You played cards with Moreno?” accused Dan. 

Ah Woo set down the plate of food with a bang, 
and he stared straight into Dan’s eyes. There wasn’t 
a doubt of the resentment now. He paused for a 
fraction of an instant, and then, with forced control: 

“You mebbe now eat supper?” 

Chadwick chuckled. “For ways that are dark and 
tricks that are vain,’ he quoted softly. ‘When did 
Moreno leave?” he asked aloud. 

“Mebbe lon ’clock. Him lose piecee money. No 
can stay no more. Him say go him mebbe.” He 
reached into a rear pocket and produced a heavy 
revolver. This he laid on the table. 

“Mloreno, him say me givee you this. Him slay 
you flop um allee samee you lide on Kling Clole 
thlis mlorin’. Him find after you gone. Him bling 
to .me.”’ 

“Thanks. I missed it.” 

Chadwick took the gun and replaced it in the 
holster. But his eyes were narrow as he ate. He 
had been struck with a doubt. 


CHAPTER XIX 
CONFIDENCES 


HERE is in each of us a greater or smaller de- 

gree of pride, of stubbornness, of sullenness. 
Dan Chadwick was human; no more, no less, And 
it was his share of the three qualities which kept 
him from telling Wanda of the occurrences of the 
day. Later, he had reason to regret his failure; but 
his course is readily understandable. 

He entered the big room to find Wanda seated by 
the table, reading, the soft glow of the lamp shining 
on her face and hair. 

His present mood was of a dual nature. But the 
strongest side of it was the man side, the dominating 
side. He wanted to be the man, the ruler. He even 
choked down a very manly desire to take her—his 
wife—in his arms. But all he did was to toss his hat 
on the couch and lounge beside it, and all he said 
was: 

“Howdy!” 

“How do you do!” she answered, with frigid 
courtesy, chilling the ardor he felt, and quelling ef- 
fectively any lurking desire to tell her the day’s ad- 
ventures. ‘Have a good ride?” 

“Fine.” Dan rose abruptly and crossed to the row 
of bookshelves, selecting a volume which he had 
never read. “May I take this to my room?” 

“Of course. I'll get your candle.” 

Chadwick sighed as she left the room, and then 


| 130 WANDA OF THE WHITE SAGE 


she returned he accepted the candle with a muttered = 
“Thank you,” and left the room with a gruff “Good 
night.”’ 

But he did not read. He had had no intention of — 
reading when he selected the book. He was tired in 
heart and mind and body, and puzzled at the strange 
happenings, and beginning to wonder whether he 
were not sick of the whole miserable mess. 

He had hoped against hope that she would ask 
him to remain in the living room, but no! She 
seemed the incarnation of indifference. He threw 
off his clothing, blew out the candle, and climbed 


: into bed. 
i He rose later than on the previous morning, and 
* met Wanda at breakfast. Her mood had altered, 


and she was quietly friendly. A little frown fur- 
rowed her brow, and she spoke hesitatingly. 

“T_J_am a bit worried about Woo,” she volun- 
teered. 

“Why?” 

“He's not like himself. He dropped a cup this 
morning and smashed it—and I heard him swear. 
He seems unusually quiet and a bit sullen. I wonder 
if he’s sick?’ 

“TI guess he’s all right,” said Chadwick lightly. 
“Maybe he’s just a bit lonesome this morning.” 

Wanda arched her brows in surprise. ‘Lonesome? 
What a funny remark. Why more lonesome to-day 
than any other time?” 

‘He had company yesterday,” and then, as he saw 
she was surprised: ‘“}D)idn’t you know that?” 

“No. Who was it?” 

“A chap hy the name of Moreno—Miguel Mo- 
reno... Mexican, I think.” 


a 
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“Moreno?” Wanda’s eyelids flickered, and Chad- 
wick saw that her little fists clenched and the fresh 
color fled from her cheeks. ‘'He—came—here?”’ 

“Yes.”” Dan explained briefly the vaquero’s re- 
quest for food, and as he talked he watched Wanda 
closely. He was surprised to see an expression of 
consternation born on her face. 

“And he remained here until one o'clock,’ she 
cried at length, “and I didn’t see him? Oh, Dan, 
why didn’t you tell me?” 

“I—er—well, your manner yesterday morning was 
scarcely conducive to general conversation, and his 
manner was so open and aboveboard that I didn’t 
see any need to.” 

“Oh, that’s always the way! But if you only had 
told me!” 

“Anything wrong?” 

“God knows. Moreno did work here once. That 
much was the truth. But he is one of ” And, 
as on the second night previous, she bit her words 
off short, and the color flooded her face. 

“One of Marvin’s men!” finished Chadwick, with 
quick boldness, watching the effect of his guess. 

The eyes of the girl flashed to his and held. She 
sighed—and remained silent. When she did speak, 
it was with the dam-bursting effect of long-repressed 
feeling. 

“Dan—you don’t know how I wish I could see 
my way clear to abandon all this evasion with you. 
I want to, believe me; I want it more than almost 
anything in the world. And I do trust you, but I 
cannot talk freely. I know you're no fool, and [ 
realize that you’re getting justly more and more sus- 
Picious with the passing of each hour. It’s natural, 
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but I had so hoped that you would be able to do as | a 


I wanted—just to sink your individuality for the 


time being!” 

She was on the verge of hysteria, and it was a 
fear of a breakdown that restrained Chadwick then 
from telling her of the episode in the hills the pre- 
vious dusk. 

“I’m ready to help you in any way in my power,” 
he said soothingly. “But you must realize that where 
I know absolutely nothing of the true condition of 
affairs, I am certain to do more or less blundering. 
Probably it has been more thus far, but—well, I wish 
you would trust me.” 

She smiled and put out a weary hand toward him. 

“You do help me, Dan, more than you know. 
You’re helping me by just being here. J—I—think 
I’d go stark mad if I didn’t know that you were here 
ready to do your best in an emergency.” 

“What emergency?” 

She shook her head. 

“I’m ‘hoping none will arise. What will you do 
to-day ?” 

“Goodness knows. What is there to do?” The 
sweet, soft moment of her appeal had gone into 
memory. Dan found himself again listless and apa- 
thetic. This girl of chameleon moods puzzled him. 

“Will you ride with me?” she suggested. 

“Certainly. Where?” 

She shrugged. ‘‘Anywhere—where there’s white 
sage.” 

“Pll be delighted.”” Chadwick had pictured just 
such excursions, and painted their delights in rose 
colors, but now that they were to take their first ride 
together, he didn’t seem to care very much about it. 


ad 
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Their meal finished, ‘Ah Woo assisted in the sad- 
dling of the horses, and Wanda cautioned him not to 
leave the ranch under any circumstances, 

“Not out of the house until we return, Woo. If 
any one comes to-day—drive them off.” 

The Oriental nodded with the sullenness of manner 
Dan had noticed the previous evening, and about 
which the girl had commented that morning. 

“T stay. Nobody come mebbe, I gluess.” 

Dan and the girl rode through the stockade gate 
and down along the twisted course of the river bed 
where the sun-glinted pools lay like huge jewels in 
the deepest places, and the dried sand marked the 
former locations of the now dried-up springs. 
Wanda’s mood lightened, and she talked in a lively 
and entertaining fashion, pointing out objects of in- 
terest, and explaining to Chadwick the various forms 
of vegetation which yet maintained life along the 
barren watercourse—willow, scrub oak, chokecherry, 
weeds, and hardy grass. Chadwick smiled with real 
pleasure. 

After about fifteen minutes, Wanda drew rein and 
waited smilingly for Chadwick to pound up to her 
side. Her face was flushed, her hair in wild dis- 
array, her breathing deep, and her eyes shining with 
the sheer joy of life. The swift riding seemed to 
have fanned all the gloom from her being, and now 
they rode on side by side, in the silence of mutual 
understanding. 

Major, the dog, who had followed them, scurried 
hither and thither through the sage, with his nose 
attuned for the scent of some wandering rabbit. 
Chadwick found himself wondering if it were pos- 
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sible that fourteen hours before he had nearly been 


murdered near this very spot. 

One hour passed, two. They climbed the eastern 
foothills, then the grade grew steeper, and at length 
they entered a long, crooked gorge, where Wanda 
assumed the lead along the narrow trail, and at 
length paused .and waved a hand at two towering 
cliffs the crests of which seemed to meet, and the 
feet of which were barely wide enough apart to allow 
the passage of a big wagon. 

Chadwick breathed at sight of the majestic grand- 
eur of the natural arch; the two columns of stone, 
huge, massive, impressive to the last word, with 
almost a threat in their overhanging closeness. 

Chadwick whistled his admiration. “A _ titanic 
gateway.” 

“We'll eat our lunch here, Dan.” 

They dismounted, opened the package of lunch Avs 
Woo had prepared, and spread it on a cloth which 
the Chinaman had included. Dan took off his hat 
and let the warm breeze rumple his curly hair. 

Wanda suddenly cried aloud, and Dan turned in 
some surprise. 

“What in the world is the matter?” he asked 
lightly. 

She was pointing to his hat. 

“What have you done to your hat?” she inquired. 

“Nothing.” He tried to evade the subject. “It’s 
nothing at all. It’s all right.” 

“Those holes.” Her voice had lowered, and again 
the light of trouble was born in her eyes as she de- 
manded his answer. 

“Well,” the confessed, a bit shamefacedly, though 
why he felt that way he didn’t know, “somebody 
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made me a present of those yesterday evening when 
I was riding.” 

“Dan!” 

The terror in her voice brought his glance swiftly 
to her face. It was white, drawn, and marked with 
the lines of sudden intense suffering. Her lips were 
parted. 

“Oh, Dan! You—you might have been killed, 
night before last, and now again. I didn’t know it 
was going to be this way—I’ll swear I didn’t. And 
you never told me—you never told me!” 

“I didn’t see any use of worrying you. And I’m 
still alive and unscratched.” 

She seemed in a trance. “I—I—never dreamed he 
would carry things to the lengths of murder. I 
didn’t believe he——” 

“Who? Marvin?” 

Wanda shivered. “Sit down again, Dan, please. 
I’ve got to tell you—some of it. I don’t want 
2 See, 

“Don’t tell me anything you think you'll regret.” 

“I don’t care if I regret it or not. When it 
comes to a matter of your life, I must. It is only 
human. J—I have no right to ask you to go fur- 
ther blindly. J——” 

Chadwick seated himself beside the lunch cloth, 
and Wanda followed suit, doubling both feet under 
her in the manner of a picnicking child. In fact, 
Chadwick was struck with the whimsical notion that, 
after all, they were two children out for a day’s 
frolic. But sight of her eyes brought back to him 
a sense of the deadly gravity of the situation. 

“Jim Marvin,” stated Wanda abruptly, “is one of 
a type which is fast vanishing from the West, Dan. 
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He is a man absolutely devoid of conscience and 
scruples; the sort that in the old days was called a 
‘had man! My father met him a great many years 
ago, long, very long, before I was born, or even be- 
fore dad was married, and between them they staked 
out the range which now is the Bar Z ranch. They 
were partners in those days, share and share alike on 
everything. Then, after dad had made some money 
he went back East and married my mother.” 

“Marvin is older than I thought.” 

“He is old enough to be my father. But having 
lived in wild places all his life, the years sit easily 
on his shoulders. Anyway, a year later I was born, 
and mother died.” She paused for a minute. “I 
was raised pretty much as a boy would have been 
raised, Dan, and I knew everybody and everything. 
I knew Marvin best of all, and he used to try to be 
nice to me, but I never liked him; and you can trust 
a child’s instincts a great way. My evident dislike, 
shown with childish innocence, used to ruffle him 
considerably in those days. He—well, for one thing, 
he is a cruel rider, and abuses his horses. I—I love 
all animals.” 

Major, lying close to her feet, lifted his muzzle 
and thumped the ground with his tail. : 


CHAPTER XX 
THE REASON WHY 


Wo hesitated before she went on. Then 

she brought herself back to the subject in 
hand. “Anyway, after I grew older it was time for 
me to go off to school and get a bit of education, 
and dad and Jim made different arrangements. 

“The ranch produced an enormous quantity of 
stock, and it had a good name by then, and father 
went to Chicago to look after the marketing of the 
cattle, coming West every summer and bringing me 
along with him. 

“After a few seasons it became evident that Marvin 
was letting the ranch get into slipshod ways. He 
grew very careless. | 

“Dad and I noticed another significant thing; the 
cowboys he engaged were more of the fire-eating 
sort, what they call in the cities roughnecks, and, 
also, that Jim could and did outrough his men, He 
developed into a swaggering, swearing bully. He 
liked the reputation of ‘bad man,’ and was ready and 
eager at all times to reach for a gun or settle things 
with fists; but the gun was his forte. He was in no 
more danger in gun trouble with another man than 
—well, than I would be with you. He became a sort 
of gang bully.” 

“Woman’s intuition, plus observation,” observed 
Chadwick. 

“I had long talks with father about it, but he con- 
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tinued to trust Jim Marvin. He said that the class 
of cowboys were changing; that the better class of 
rovers who in the olden days followed the life of the 
ranches had gone to prospecting mostly, and that only 
the scum remained, and that they were naturally 
rougher and more uncouth and in need of ruling 
with an iron hand, 

“At the end of two years we saw that the water 
was getting scarce, and no attempt at conservation 
was made, and Marvin insisted that the ranch be 
shut down. The last year of its operation, it made 
no profit at all, and as dad had grown comfortably 
rich with lucky Eastern investments, he didn’t really 
care, and so the ranch was shut down. 

“But here, again, is intuition, Dan. I knew all 
the time that that was not Marvin’s reason for wish- 
ing the ranch closed down. I can’t tell you how I 
knew—but I knew! And I watched. 

“We came out here last summer for a vacation, and 
I watched closely then. This spring I kept my eyes 
open once again, and finally I discovered the secret. 

“Tt nearly knocked me off my feet. I had sus- 
pected things, but never any such thing as I dis- 
covered. I told dad about it, and he flatly refused to 
believe me. But it didn’t take me long to convince 
him; I had the proof positive, you see. And then, 
when he did believe it, he went straight to Jim 
Marvin!” She caught her breath and paused. 

“They had an awful scene, which stopped just this 
side of physical combat. It wouldn’t have stopped 
there, either, except that Jim has always been more 
or less afraid of dad. It’s what they call a psycho- 
logical superiority. The thing wound up with dad 
ordering Jim Marvin off the place, and Jim went, 
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“But he was diabolically clever, and we discovered 
that he had fixed things so that father was criminally 
implicated with him. Marvin had built up a chain 
of circumstantial evidence which threatened innocent 
dad even more than it threatened Marvin. And— 
and that’s why I got you here—to protect; and that’s 
why Marvin wants to get you out of the way. I—I 
—can’t explain more, but that might help you to 
understand. I am doing all of this to save my 
father, who is innocent. But if matters ever came to 
a show-down, Marvin has been so clever that he 
might go scot-free, and dad be the sole sufferer. 

“We didn’t know what to do. Yet we knew that 
matters had reached such a stage that something must 
be done. I thought of coming East and getting some 
one to remain at the ranch with me, while dad 
worked to clear himself of the circumstantial chain 
which enmeshed him. 

“And—and, as I said—Marvin knows why you're 
here. You stand between him and the workings of 
his nefarious scheme. That’s why he’s anxious to get 
you out of the way, and to stop at nothing in the 
attempt.” 

Chadwick nodded grimly. “I see. You mean, I 
gather, that the damning evidence, or part of it, is 
somewhere about the ranch, and that Marvin wants 
it and can’t get it while we hold the fort?” 

The girl sighed. “You should have been a detec- 
tive.” 

“And now,” he said, with attempted lightness, 
“suppose we eat lunch?” 

Wanda smiled her appreciation, “Thank you, Dan 
—for not asking more questions. I—I—have prob- 
ably told even more than I should, but it is your due, 
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and I wanted you to have some conception of what => 
Marvin has been trying to do. And now that you 
know, you must be very careful, I—I-—-would hate 
anything—to happen to you. If would feel—like a 
murderer!” ae 

“Have a sandwich,” he grinned, with a lightness 
he did not feel. ‘And now that I know Moreno is 
one of Marvin’s clan, I’m pretty much converted to 
the belief that he is the beggar who tried to pot-shot 
me and succeeded in ruining a perfectly good som- 
brero.”’ 

Then he described vividly the whole occurrence of 
his meeting with Moreno, and the subsequent loss of 
the revolver and the shots from the sage. 

He had not yet analyzed her story. Later, when 
he did in calm coolness and in a judicial frame of 
mind, he saw that he was foolish and quixotic for 
believing her implicitly, for while evidence pointed in 
a measure toward its truth, it might be that she was 
making him a fighting accomplice to shield her father 
of a guilt which might really be his. 

But this was no time for doubting. He had fallen 
utterly under the spell of her magnetic presence and 
her wonderful personality, and he was content to let 
more troublous thoughts rest for the present. 

She broke the reverie. “A penny for your 
thoughts!” 

His eyes narrowed the least bit. “You'd better 
retract that offer.” 

“T, shan t,. 4 mea ab 

“T'll speak the truth to earn that penny.” 

“I adore the truth.” 

“I was wondering,” he spoke, with slow delibera- 
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tion, “why I have never tried to kiss you, even 
though I have wanted to?” 

The color mounted to ‘her cheeks: “If ever a man 
should try to kiss me, I should want him to be a 
man of your type: strong, brave, and clean. I’m 
no fool, and no prude, Dan, and I’ve lived among 
men all my life.” 

“Wanda!” Dan’s voice quivered with repressed 
passion, and his nails dug into the flesh on the palms 
of his hands. 

She saw the danger in the situation, and rose 
swiftly to her feet. 

“Time to be getting away from here and back 
toward the ranch,” she said quickly, her voice very 
shaky. 

Dan theld Pepper as she swung to her saddle, and 
then mounted King Cole and joined her. The situa- 
tion had been intense, and he sought to lighten it with 
badinage. 

“It ts funny, though,” he smiled, “to have been 
married for a week, and never to have kissed my 
wife. Only once in a while do I remember that you 
are my wife.” 

“But I’m not!” 

“No?” 

“No “de 

“Well—there was that little ceremony back East.” 

“I told you how we accounted that,” she said, 
with a distinct chill creeping into her voice. ‘Please 
remember it!” 

“O-o-0-h! I see!” And Chadwick abruptly 
dropped the subject. It had scorched a bit. 

They returned very much as they had come, out 
of the hills, down through the foothills, and across a 
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patch of the white sage. Dan reined in suddenly, is 


\ ee 
; 


leaped to the ground, plucked a sprig of the sage, 
and slipped it into a buttonhole of his olive-drab. 
shirt. 4 

“In any event,” he remarked lightly, “I hereby en- 
list in the Home Defense Guard for the duration of 
the war. And I wear my lady's guerdon. Anyway 
—TI shall try to guard the ranch now. And guard 
you, too, from Marvin.” 

“Thank you. I know you will. But I am in no 
personal danger from Marvin, You see—he says he 
loves me!’ 

“What?” Dan unconsciously jerked on the reins, 
and his mount reared, He controlled him with an 
effort. “Marvin loves you?” 

“So he says. And I judge that he does, as much 
as that type of man can love any one save himself. 
It is another reason for his bitterness toward you, 
too. So you see——’ 

“I see,’ said Chadwick briefly. And deep in his 
gray eyes there was born a flicker of light which 
grew swiftly to a steely glitter. | 

But 

Who was the midnight stranger Wanda had kissed? 


ae et wet —— 


CHAPTER XXI 
WOO GOES TO TOWN 


& ee tossed on his couch and wondered: and 

somehow, the more he wondered, the more he 
learned, the less he knew about the mystery which 
shrouded Wanda and the Bar Z. 

He could not sleep. The details of the afternoon 
stood forth starkly, marshaling themselves in an 
unanswerable array. Nothing dovetailed: Wanda’s 
softness in one breath and in the next her ad- 
mission that she had told a deliberate untruth by 
leading him to believe that she was in personal danger 
from Jim Marvin. 

That she hated Marvin and had reason to fear 
him, Chadwick did not for an instant doubt. But 
which statement had been correct—that he did men- 
ace her personally, or that he did not? There is a 
rule of law concerning the value of evidence that 
the testimony of a perjured witness shall bear no 
weight. Wanda admitted two falsehoods ; one, as 
regards the second railroad, deliberately; the other, 
regarding Marvin’s menace, by implication. How, 
then, could he accept any of her statements at face 
value? Or, providing that some of them were true, 
as they must be, by what means could he differen- 
tiate? He wondered whether her story of the after- 
noon were true, untrue, or a clever admixture of 
truth and falsehood. And there was no answer, and 
no way to secure an answer. He felt that he would 


No an as 
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rather believe it a total untruth than a mixture of 
both, If it were untrue, or a blending, then she was 
a clever fictionist. 

She had timed her little story for the psychological 
moment. Perhaps she instinctively had discovered 
that he had approached the breaking point. And her 
rather pitiful, but highly colored, story was well cal- 
culated to arouse to the maximum the protective in- 
stinct which is man’s heritage. 

Was Corcoran, Wanda’s father, as deeply mired 
in guilt as Marvin, and was he seeking by a clever 
ruse to throw the sole blame on the shoulders of the 
other man? Or was Corcoran really innocent of any 
misfeasance, as the girl had said? Or were they 
jointly criminal? 

He had blown out his candle, and now lay looking 
out of the window across the moon-silvered valley. 
It was veiled in a ghostlike mist, with a silvery land 
fog like a breath from an inland sea, and even under 
the moon most of it lay in black shadow. Chadwick 
sighed, and then resorted to more thinking. 

His eyes dropped to the planking of the floor, as 
though he might pierce to the mysterious realms 
below the house. Could it be that under there was a 
storeroom for the transportation of illicit drugs, and 
was the ranch, after all, a smuggler’s station? There 
was the black-mustached man who had watched them 
between Chicago and Ruth, and the man who had 
prowled about the sleeper between New York and 
Chicago, and had peered into Wanda’s berth, and— 
Chadwick stiffened—the camp fire in the crow’s nest, 
where some one had evidently been watching the 
Bar. Z: 

Was Wanda a smuggler’s queen, such as he had 


WOO GOES TO TOWN 145 


read of in magazine and books? Was she, Dan 
Chadwick’s wife, facing Federal imprisonment? He 
raised his hands to a throbbing forehead and pressed 
them tightly together. 

In his own soul he knew that, no matter what she 
might be, he cared for her, loved her more deeply 
than he had dreamed was possible. Her very veil 
of mystery, no matter how menacing, added a subtle 
charm and desirability. 

Memory of the man who had kissed her, and con- 
jecture as to their relationship, past, present, and fu- 
ture, only served to make Chadwick miserable and 
doubly in love. And this day he had sworn that he 
was in to a finish. 

Six days followed; six days of humdrum sleepi- 
ness, long, idyllic walks, and longer and more idyllic 
rides across the rolling, white sage country; of inti- 
mate but unenlightening conversations; six days of 
delight. 

But in those six days many minor occurrences went 
by unnoticed by either Dan Chadwick or Wanda; 
little things which, had they been observed, might 
have saved them much danger in the future. Chad- 
wick, during the quiet six days, allowed his conscience 
and his doubting mind to grow a bit numb and 
quiescent, shot only occasionally by pangs of doubt 
and unrest. 

As for Wanda, the telling of her story—whatever 
vital details she may have withheld—seemed to afford 
her infinite relief, and she was more cheerful, now 
that the entire weight of the secret burden did not 
rest on her perfect shoulders. Dan imagined that 
she was reaching a state of mental tranquillity in the 
belief that the worst of the menaces had passed. 
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Several times they spoke of the unnatural and ex- __ 
tremely evident brooding moroseness of Ah Woo, | 
They could not determine the cause of the trouble, 
although Chadwick imagined it was in some way 
connected with Miguel Moreno’s visit to the ranch 
and the gambling between Chinaman and Mexican 
which had ensued. But as Chadwick saw that Woo’s 
attitude worried Wanda, he passed off her comments 
with a brusquerie which hinted that he regarded it 
as of very little moment. 

It was on the afternoon of the sixth day, as they 
turned homeward on horseback from a jaunt through 
the White Pine Hills, redolent with pifon pines, 
cedars, and the breath of balsam, that Wanda laugh- 
ingly opened a new subject. 

“To-morrow I shall demonstrate what a good 
cook I am—or am not.” 

“Yes?” Chadwick’s voice was almost a caress. 
She had been a very lovable Wanda that afternoon. 

She nodded. 

“Ah Woo is going to town. He needs some sup- 
plies, and will get the mail, and that means that we'll 
have to remain on the ranch and rustle our own 
meals. So when I call you to breakfast, Mister 
Man, don’t keep the cook waiting.” 

“Break fast ?” 

“Certainly. Woo will start to-night, get his things 
in the morning, returning to the ranch to-morrow 
evening.” 

“Oh! I see.” A’ sudden shadow crossed his 
brow. The mail! He recalled the remark of the 
ardent midnight visitor to the effect that he would 
write as soon as he might, and it was, without a 
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doubt, that letter which she was expecting. A pang 
of jealous resentment tore at his heart. 

“You're expecting a letter?” 

“Yes, from my father. I suppose, from what I 
have told you, you can imagine my anxiety.” 

‘Where is your father, if I may ask?” 

She looked at him in surprise. 

“Of course you may ask. He is in Chicago.” 

“And you are expecting no other letter!” 

She looked away with what he fancied to be 
evasion. 

“Not exactly expecting. I may get another.” 

Despite his annoyance, Dan admired the ambiguity 
of her reply, her clever, noncommittal answer. 

They found Woo standing by his team at the 
ranch. Supper was ready, and the Chinaman pre- 
pared for an immediate departure. 

That night they made a picnic of supper. She 
handed him a towel, rolled up her sleeves, after they 
had completed their simple meal, and plunged the 
rounded, dimpled forearms into the almost scalding 
water. -And as she washed dish after dish, she 
handed them to him to dry, and both laughed at his 
awkward efforts. 

Dusk fell as she worked, and Dan lighted Ah 
Woo’s lamp. Its soft rays fell over Wanda’s figure 
as she moved hither and thither, and Chadwick, fin- 
ished with his wiping of dishes, lighted his pipe and 
watched her, while a sense of peaceful security and 
perfect content enshrouded him. Twilight, domestic 
duties, a soft lamp glow—and a woman. 

“Wanda, how many men do you suppose have 


supper dishes?” 
Tea nea Yo AOL |S many,” a 
ae calmly smoked their pipes and — 
| that their wives needed wood for the breakf: 7 
“Oh, Lord!” The man laughed, and 


CHAPTER XXII 
THE KISS 


Ver dawned bright and cloudless, and 
Chadwick arose, intoxicated with the wine of 
anticipation of a day utterly alone with Wanda. He 
rose, dressed, and slipped out to the cookhouse with- 
out a sound, and by the time Wanda appeared he 
had a roaring fire in the stove, and the water sim- 
mering in the kettle. 

She smiled matutinal greetings as she breezed 
through the door. 

“Gracious! Let me make amends for what | in- 
sinuated last night about people who come late to 
breakfast. You’re a model husband PEG , Sie 
flushed slightly at her own words. 

The day drowsed along. They fanched about one 
o'clock, and eventually three o’clock came, but no 
sight of Ah Woo. Wanda grew nervous, and Dan 
caught her scanning the stretch of road leading to- 
ward the ranch with a steadiness which irked him. 
Four o’clock came, and passed. Wanda showed 
traces of real anxiety. 

“T can’t understand it!” she exclaimed, giving 
vent to her feelings in words, and apparently some- 
what soothed by the sound of her own voice. sg 
told him to hurry back, and he knows I expected him 
by three. He also knows just how important it is 
that I get my mail promptly, and he swore he’d make 
a quick trip and stop for nothing.” 

“THe may have had a breakdown.” 
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“T doubt it. It was peculiar; I hadn’t meant him 


to go for a couple of days yet, but he insisted that sy 
there were some things he needed immediately. And 


now that he has gone, and has probably gotten a let-— sae 
ter or two for me, I want him to hurry back.” ae 

To Chadwick her words seemed fraught with a — 
significance. It was evident that the trip had been 
adroitly suggested by Ah Woo. What connection 
was there between his suggestion of the tiresome 
drive and his sullenness of the past seven days? 
Then, like the flicker of a moving-picture film, there 
flashed through Dan’s mind vivid recollection of the 
ace of hearts found lying under the kitchen table on 
the memorable day of Miguel Moreno’s visit. Wanda 
herself had said that the Chinaman had a passion 
for gaming. 

“Look here,” ‘he said quietly, ‘did you not tell me, 


that very night the prowler came around the house ~ i. 


and we shot at each other, that Woo was a gambling 
fiend ?” 

“Yes. Why?’ 

“Well ” Chadwick felt conscious of a guilty 
feeling in not having told Wanda before. “But the 
fact of the matter is that the morning Moreno was 
here he got Woo into a card game, and from all I 
can gather, Woo got quite a bit of money from him. 
And I can imagine that such success might have a bad 
effect on a man one of whose racial characteristics is 
gambling. I’ve a notion that’s the sort of feyer has 
been in his blood for the past several days. Remem- 
ber, his sullenness dates from Moreno’s spectacular 
visit. I have a hunch that he’s been fighting against 
this inherent temptation—and has lost his battle!” 
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“ ‘Lost his battle?? You think the wanted to get 
to town so he could—gamble?” 

“Perhaps. Of course, I don’t know anything 
about Chinamen in general, or Ah Woo in particular, 
but putting two and two together . 

Dan was surprised at the effect his conjecture had 
upon the girl. Her face whitened and her lips com- 
pressed, and the eyelids narrowed the least bit. 
When she did speak, her enunciation was angrily 
distinct, and her voice metallic. 

“He is not the only one who has failed his duty. 
It was your duty to have told me of this before. T 
have told you repeatedly that the most minor hap- 
penings about this ranch are fraught with grave sig- 
nificance. Had I known what I now know, I would 
never have risked sending Woo to town. I sent him 
because you failed in your duty. I speak facts gg 

It was Dan’s turn to whiten, and he did so, 
partly because he knew they were deserved, and 
partly because, in a trice, she had dropped him 
from the plane of equal and companion to that of a 
hireling. 

“Then it’s up to me to undo what I have done,” 
he returned, a bit harshly. “If that yellow-faced 
mutt doesn’t return, I guess he’ll listen to persuasion.” 

“Persuasion ?”’ 

‘I guess he can be brought!” 

“You mean i 

“That I'll simply go after him. I can ride King 
Cole, and the road is plain enough to follow. rl 
not get lost, and I'll bring Woo back with me.” 

Wanda shook her head. 

“You wouldn’t even know where to hunt for him. 
There are a dozen dives where he could gamble 
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without fear of discovery or interruption until his ‘ 


cash was gone.” 

“Then I'll hunt and stand watch until I do find — 
him. I ” He paused. “Good Lord! That'll © 
leave you here alone!” 

Wanda seated herself quietly, and, hands 1n lap, 
she considered Chadwick’s proposition—made really 
in a spirit of anger and pique—from every angle. 
Finally she broke the silence. 

“That cannot be helped. It is important that Woo 
get back here at once, and we'll have to chance a few 
things. There is really nothing else to do. We'll 
have supper, and as soon as dusk falls, you can 
start.’ She rose to her feet and sighed. Dan, 
frankly surprised at her decision, was too boyish to 
suggest a change of plan. 

“T’ll rush him home as soon as I run across him. 


I won’t be gone so terribly long. King Cole and LT 


are really good friends now.” 

Wanda nodded. Her very silence in the face of 
the situation struck Chadwick harder than words of 
condemnation would have done. He anathematized 
himself for his delinquency which was to result in 
Lord knows what for himself and Woo, and a night 
on the ranch alone for Wanda. 

Of the extent of the danger she faced, he knew 
nothing. But aside from external menace, there was 
always the horror of loneliness in the event of need, 
of sickness, of fire. He fervently cursed Moreno 
and Ah Woo and himself as he strode in ‘his room, 
strapped belt and holster about his waist, made sure 
that his revolver was loaded and secure, and prepared 
for his journey. He felt that he’d like to meet Mo- 
reno, with his shark-toothed smile. 
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- They finished supper and repaired to the corral, 
where they saddled King Cole and led him before 
the ranch house. They spoke little. Wanda was 
moody, and Chadwick embarrassed by his sense of 
guilt, 

“Ready now?” asked Chadwick. 

“No,” she answered promptly. “Wait until it gets 
darker, Goodness knows who may be watching.” 

“Watching!” The sinister significance of the 
word struck Dan like a blow between the eyes. 

“Of course. In all probability we are watched 
day and night, and I don’t want the spies to discover 
that the ranch is left unprotected.” 

For a moment Chadwick stared at her. Then he 
shook his head decisively. 

“Then I’m not going, if there’s that sort of 
danger, I'll stay with you, and Woo can take his 
chances of eternal damnation.”’ 

“You are going!” she said firmly, with a steely 
flash in her eyes, and a tautening of her figure. ie 
will be on the lookout, and I imagine that any one 
who snoops around here to-night might get hurt.” 

“T don’t like it,” ‘the persisted. 

“T don’t like it, either, but it is the only solution 
of a muddle which might have been avoided, but 
which now is filled with potentialities. 

“Now, Dan.” And then to the horse: “Hurry, 
King Cole. Hurry, old horse.” Dan caught her 
whisper, with its nuance of fear, and his throat con- 
tracted. 

“Time to go?” 

“Yes, Dan.” 

“Good-by!’ He extended his hand. 

““Good-by !” 


; 
' 
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‘A’ sudden wild madness enmeshed him. She had re ‘ 


made no move to take the hand he extended, but, — 


without his own conscious volition, his arms went 


out and caught her and crushed her to him. He 
held her there for one heavenly instant. 

Then, within his embrace, her figure stiffened and 
grew taut with resistance, and because she resisted 
the dominating spirit of the man flooded to the 
maddened surface, and ‘the bent his lips to hers. 

A tingling pain, as of a hundred nettles, stung his 
cheek. She struck again and again. With a mar- 
velous display of strength, Wanda tore loose from 
his grasp. They faced each other, eyes glued to 
eyes, bosoms heaving; desire in his gaze, outraged 
womanhood in hers. And they were man and wife. 

“You dared!” she panted. “You dared. Isn't 
there a soul in the world I can trust? Couldn’t you 
at least have waited until you proved yourself a 
man—something more than a pouting child, who, 
because of petty pique, has endangered the very 
lives of others?” 

Her voice crescendoed and then broke sharply. 
She strangled a sob. 

“Wanda!” he cried, fear supplanting passion. He 
extended his big hand supplicatingly. 

“Go!” she cried, with wild ‘hysteria. “Go! And 
go quickly. Go before I do you hurt. Go—if it is 
the last thing you do. Go—if there’s a spark in you 
deserving of the title of ‘man!’ And stay if you 
wish. I don’t care if you never come back. I hate 
you—hate you—despise you! Gao!” 

For almost half a minute Dan Chadwick stood in 
petrified amaze, letting the tirade fall unanswered on 
his broad shoulders, As usual, he ‘had blundered. 
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He drew in his breath sharply under the sting of her 
diatribe. 

He threw up his head. He reached the side of 
King Cole in a single swift stride, placed a foot in 
the stirrup, and flung himself into the saddle. In a 
surging leap begotten of ‘hard-clapped spurs, he was 
out of the gate and speeding into the night. 

Far off in the hills a coyote lifted his mournful 
plaint to the stars, and his mate answered. 


CHAPTER XXIII 
A LOST COORES 


HADWICK was stunned. He rode as one rides 

for a lost cause, sunk down in his saddle, hands 
on the pommel, head bowed in dumb brooding. He 
brooded on that burning kiss of passion; Wanda’s 
scorching rebuke, Gradually he straightened as the 
innate savagery of the thwarted man came to the 
surface, and he rode hard and well, spurring King 
Cole to best efforts as he galloped along the thin 
ribbon of little-used road. 


The moon had not risen, and there was very little 


light, and it was really through confidence in the ani- 
mal’s instinct and the sound of his hoof poundings 
that Dan knew he followed the road. 


An hour passed, and Chadwick had put ten miles 7 
between himself and the ranch. The horse he be- 


strode was giving his best to the mission, and that 
best was mighty good indeed, for in his more youth- 
ful days King Cole had been classified as a “drifter,” 
a horse which covers great distances at a steady, 
space-eating stride, never breaking, never faltering. 
A second hour sped after the first ere King Cole’s 
pace slackened perceptibly, but even then, at sound of 
a low-toned supplication from his rider, he surged 
forward with renewed vigor. On and on he 
pounded toward Ah Woo’s place of sojournment. 


Three hours and a half! A light limned ahead Sy 


vaguely. Chadwick spurred on and saw that it was a 


Se cane ge ee 7 a 
Re eats af 5a ae ‘ay a 
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real light and not an illusion begotten of hope. His 
heart leaped, despite the fatigue of his body. “He 
knew the place for the well-nigh-abandoned camp of 
Kimberly, where a saloon or two thrived but little 
on the earnings of the few men who eked out an 
existence from the abandoned mines. Dan patted the 
reeking neck of his jaded mount. 

“Two miles more, old boy,’ he singsonged en- 
couragingly. ‘Only two miles more.” 

Thud, thud, thud! sounded the hoofs beneath him. 
The lighted structure seemed to swim toward him 
as he surged ahead, and, as he approached, its door 
opened and a man stepped into the night. Framed in 
the light of the doorway, he paused. His head 
jerked toward sound of the horse, and held motion- 
less. The light struck clearly on his face; thin- 
lipped, narrow-eyed, cynical, cold, cruel. It was Jim 
Marvin! 

Even though Dan Chadwick had seen the man but 
once, he knew him instantly. But what was Jim Marvin 
doing in Kimberly at an hour later than midnight? 
It meant one thing though; if Marvin was Wanda’s 
chiefest fear, then Wanda was safe for the night, for 
here was Marvin in Kimberly. 

Chadwick lowered this head and spoke into King 
Cole’s ear. The horse summoned energy from some 
forgotten well and shot ahead into the reaches of the 
blacker night; but once safely beyond the zone of 
light, Dan slowed ‘his mount to a panting walk. He 
determined to ride King Cole easily for the remain- 
ing two miles of the journey. And as he slouched 
in his saddle, he became acutely conscious of a most 
uncomfortable soreness in muscles, and a sense of 
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exhaustion superinduced by his ‘thir 
dash. 

At length the scattered, low-lying sie of < 
showed ahead, and King Cole increased 
without direction from Dan. Twenty minutes | 1 
they cantered down the main street of Ruth, where 
Chadwick knew no one and no place, save Billy Lun 
and Billy’s café—the man with whom he had spo 
on the day of his arrival with Wanda and the plac 
where they had eaten breakfast. 

As a matter of course he headed straight for Billy 
café, Outside, he stopped his horse, slipped _ sti 
and awkwardly from the saddle, anchored King C 
by dropping the reins over his head, and stalked | 
ward the restaurant door. | 

As he entered, he saw a man behind the come 
and recognized him as Billy Lund. <A customer sat 
on the other side of the counter; but to him Dan 
gave slight heed. He drew up a stool and noddec od 
to Lund. 

Lund bustled forward for an expected andec And 
as he bent across the counter, Dan spoke swiftly and 
in a lowered voice: , * eae 

“You remember me, Mr. Lund—Wanda 
coran’s husband.” He saw the light of recognitic 
flash into the eyes of the restaurant keeper. “H 
you seen anything of Xh Woo, that Chinese cook 
the Corcorans’, in town to-day ?” : 

Lund grinned familiarly. ‘What's the matt 
Lost your* cookee ?””’ : 

There was something almost offensive in the m 
manner, but Dan held himself well in Bovine th 
it cost him an effort. aire 

“Not exactly lost, but he came to town, nd 
\ 
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didn’t get back just when we expected. My wife’— 
he stumbled slightly over the use of the word— 
“thought some: accident may have happened, or else 
that he might have gotten mixed up in a little game 
somewhere. I came to find out.” 

“Did Wanda—that is, did your wife tell you to 
come to me first?” 

“Why, no. But I don’t know any one in Ruth but 
you, and I thought you'd likely be able to point me 
out the places where I'd be likely to find him.” 

Lund stretched his arms and then laid them on 
the counter, across which he leaned. 

“T ¢’n see, young feller, that you don’t know 
neither the town nor me. If you did, you’d know 
this here place I keep is first class, bang-up. No 
damned chink gets in here less’n it’s in the kitchen. 
If one tried to eat here he’d li’ble go out feet first, 
see? I ain’t saw your man, and if you still want 
him, you’d better make a round of the saloons. 
Most of them has games goin’ on about this here 
time.” 

“That’s what I wanted to find out. How many 
gaming houses are there? Where are they? And 
if you were in my place which one would you start 
at?” 

Billy waved a languid hand. “Take your pick. 
Most any of the open places’ you see with bright 
lights inside is old saloons with games a-goin’. The 
churches is all closed this time of night, and, any- 
ways, there ain’t but one church still doin’ business 
here. Sabe?” 

Chadwick rose, his face burning under the sting 
of the deliberately and entirely uncalled-for affront. 
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“Thanks for the privilege of minding my oun ee 
business,” he snapped tartly. eae 


He swung to leave the place, facing for an in- 


stant, as he did so, the length of the counter toward cay 
the rear. His eyes met a pair of steady ones fas- 


tened on his face in a cool, appraising stare. 

For one moment, and one moment only, he stif- 
fened in every fiber of his being. The eyes which 
stared into his were dark and shrewdly intent. They 
rested in a round face, adorned by a small curled, 
black mustache. Chadwick knew that face; it had 
been too deeply seared into his brain for easy forget- 
fulness. The man who had been sitting there in con- | 
yersation with Billy Lund and who stared after Dan 
with an amused smile as Dan strode from the cafe, 
was the black-mustached menace of the train. That 
man was the man who Wanda said meant danger 
to her. 

Chadwick paused on the sidewalk of creaky boards 


and ran his hands through his hair, as though by so 


doing he might clear the cobwebs from his brain. 
He found that his brow was damp. It was some- 
thing of a shock to discover that the man who had 
trailed the girl from the East had been content to 
perch in Ruth. He was evidently waiting, but for 
what? And why? 

But Dan put all such thoughts aside and started in 
on his quest for the Chinaman. If he hadn’t stopped 


in Lund’s plaee—— He cursed softly at remem- fo 


brance of the brief and discourteous interview. 


There was a lighted door across the street, a bril- ae 
liantly lighted door, and the tin-panny sound of a e 


player piano drifted from it. Dan stepped off the 
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board walk into the deep dust of the road and 
crossed. 

With some trepidation of spirit, but none of man- 
ner, he pushed the door and entered. It was his first 
experience in such a place; his first glimpse of night 
life in that section. It was a mere specter of what 
it had been in the olden days, but nevertheless color- 
ful and highly interesting. 

Along the right wall a huge bar ran the length of 
the room. It was roughly but strongly constructed, 
and the shelves behind it, near which stood the two 
bartenders, were well stocked with cheap drink. 
Roughly clad men crowded before the altar of alco- 
hol, and they were talking and laughing in a more 
or less-maudlin fashion. 

At the extreme rear was a raised platform on 
which a putty-faced youth pounded a rickety piano. 
The rather modern player piano near the upper end 
of the bar had stopped as he seated himself at the 
battered keyboard. Opposite the bar he could see 
the interested crowds around the chuck-a-luck game, 
the faro layout, the roulette wheel, and the crap 
table. Between the gambling devices and the plat- 
form at the end of the room, more or less drunken 
men congregated at the tables with their arms about 
the women denizens of the dive; blear-eyed creatures 
who lived in a semistupor of alcohol in the very 
dregs of human existence. 


CHAPTER XXIV 
THE MAN HE WOUNDED 


N so far as he could discern, no one paid the 

slightest heed to his entrance. He lounged by the 
bar for a minute, and as he watched the little crowd 
about the roulette wheel disintegrated. The two 
men who had bucked it had been unlucky, and at the 
final clicking spin of the ball, the anamic croupier 
had raked in their small piles of chips. 

One swift glance of inspection told Chadwick that 
‘Ah Woo was not of the crowd, but he determined to 
discover some trace of him, if possible. He did not — 
know Ruth, and he realized that a search from place 
to place must inevitably be tiresome and in danger of 
gaining him nothing. He crossed to the now de- 
serted roulette table. | 

The croupier fingered a stack of chips insinuatingly 
and whirled the little ball in the perpetually spinning 


wheel with a singsong, professional in words and 


cadence : 
“Seventeen, the black, for a repeat. Maybe the 


double-o. Stack your chips, gentlemen, stack your ? | 


chips. The red—the black—the green. Seventeen, 
the black, for a repeat.” | rae 

Chadwick grinned good-naturedly and nodded in ~ sis 
negation to the invitation. ae 


“Not now, thank you. Say, I’m a stranger and 2 
hunting for a certain Chinaman. Can you tip me he 
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off to any place in town where I'd be likely to find a 
Chinaman playing?” 3 

His choice of words, his superpolite manner of 
speech, betrayed him as though he had shouted aloud 
his rawness to the surroundings. The man behind 
the wheel grinned broadly. 

“You want to get into a chink game? Take my 
advice, young fellér, an’ don't. They gamble like all 
hell.”’ 

Chadwick set his jaw. This sort of attitude to- 
ward him was getting on his nerves. 

“T’m not aiming to play with Chinamen,” he re- 
torted, with a grit in his words which gave the lie 
to their extreme civility. “But I’m looking for a 
Chinaman who is probably gambling somewhere 
here, and I’m also looking for some one decent 
enough to answer a civil question in a civil manner.” 

A man—one of five poker players at a near-by 
table—turned in his seat and stared at Dan. ‘Then, 
carrying his cards in his hand, he crossed to the 
dealer and stood there, resting the other hand on the 
man’s shoulder. Dan stared, and then gasped. 

The hand which rested on the dealer's shoulder 
was bandaged! 

There wasn’t a doubt of it; the bandage was of 
medical gauze, but was grimy with dirt and odorous 
of aged salve. The owner of the bandaged hand 
spoke drawlingly : 

“Tell the tenderfoot to go down to Jack’s joint, 
Jerry. He's lible to get real peevish if you don't.” 
Some one at the bar laughed raucously. 

Chadwick deliberately lifted his eyes from the 
bandaged hand to the face of the speaker. The 
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man’s tone has been sneering, taunting, challenge a 


Dan looked the man full in the eye. 


“Thank you,” he said coldly. “You--er--eaae pi 


to have injured your hand.” 


“Noticed it, did you?” The man spoke with — 


scarcely a movement of the lips. ‘Notice a lot, don’t 


you, stranger? Well, J didn’t hurt it.” 


Chadwick raised his brows coolly. “May have ae 
caught cold in it, sleeping by an open window,” he 


suggested, with polite sarcasm, and this time a half 


dozen men laughed aloud, and the bandaged man er 


flushed hotly. 
He bared his teeth in a wolfish snarl. “You're a 
damned fine guesser,” he flung back. “You beat it! 


Go down this street until you come to the next place 
that’s lighted up. Go in an’ take a look around. 


You seem to have good eyesight, stranger. You may 


need it. Keep your eyes peeled.” He swung on his 


heel, crossed to his table, and seated himself. 
For a few seconds Chadwick stared at the man’s 


wiry back. Then he was conscious of the fact that 


the dealer was speaking, and speaking sharply: 


“Beat it, tenderfoot! We don’t want no ors. Ae: 


around here.”’ 


Chadwick nodded. Was it possible that natives 
considered the little argument close to the shooting 


stage? Emulating the bandaged man, he swung 


squarely around and stalked through the door. 


The man had threatened: “Keep your eyes peeled!” S si 


Was it possible that the man meant that as a warn- 
ing that he would shoot at their next meeting? Dan 


was very hazy about the Western gun code, now — 


that he was up against it. He didn’t know just what | a 


attitude to assume. But of one fact he was certain; | 50 
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this was the man with whom he had exchanged shots 
that night at the Bar Z, and that stamped him as 
one of Marvin’s men. 

But there was some satisfaction in the thought 
that he alone was in danger, and that Wanda was 
safe. For here was one of Marvin’s men, and he 
had seen Marvin himself in the doorway at Kim- 
berly. Prompted by idle curiosity, Chadwick glanced 
back whence he had come, and while he did so he 
saw the door of the saloon open, and a figure slip 
stealthily into the night. It paused for a second ard 
then turned in his direction. 

Dan felt his lips writhing back in a strained, stiff 
grin which was not of amusement. Low down 
against the figure’s side, and swinging with each 
step, showed a bit of white. Dan assured himself that 
his gun lay easy in the holster and then swung and 
made off down the street toward other lighted doors 
from which came blatant music. But a queer tingling 
crept up his neck and tickled his scalp—sensations 
which he frankly admitted to be fear of the man 
who stalked him. At the same time he felt oddly 
clear minded and ready for eventualities. 

He reached the front of a squat building very 
similar in shape and appearance to that which he had 
first visited, but much larger in size. A volume of 
strident laughter and discordant song, intermingled 
with the syncopation of ragtime, came to his ears. 
Without hesitation, he opened the doors and stepped 
inside. 

There was the garish light, a haze of tobacco 
smoke and the tables at which sat the apathetic men 
and the bold-faced, leering women. There was the 
usual gambling layout—faro, chuck-a-luck, craps, 
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roulette, vingt-et-un. From the side of the room a 
big arch led into another, from which came the dis- 


cordant scrape of a fiddle sadly in need of tuning, 


the banging of a piano, and the scuffle of heavy feet. 
The place into which Chadwick had come was saloon, 
dance hall, and gambling hell in one. 

He strode unnoticed toward the gamers in the 
rear, his object being twofold. Furst, he wanted to 
see if he could catch sight of Ah Woo, and secondly, 
he felt certain that the man with the bandaged hand 
must make his entrance through the front door, and 
Chadwick, a stranger, and naturally at a disadvan- 
tage, wanted first sight of his enemy. ; 

The groups about the two faro tables were large. 
A heterogeneous collection of men and women who 
bent eagerly to their game, leaning forward to watch 
the fateful fall of cards on either side of the case 
keeper and dealer whose slender hands flipped the 
pasteboards from the tiny box. For the greater part 
the group was a silent one, nervously alert and in- 
tent, its quietude broken now and again by the 
harsh, raucous laugh of a woman who had won, or a 
hysterical gry from one who had lost. Chadwick 
scanned the two circles of tensed faces, failed to see 
Ah Woo or any other Chinaman, and passed on to 
the roulette table still farther in the rear. 

Here, too, was a crowd which vouchsafed nothing 
in the way of the information Chadwick sought. 
There was a crowd intent on its losing or winning 
of money. Here there was no sound save the sing- 
song of the croupier and the hypnotizing click and 
chatter of the spinning ball which traveled its track 
at the top of the wheel, occasionally to strike one of 
the nickeled obstructions, leap into a pocket, then 
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out, then into another and out of that, and finally 
settle into one. 

Dan glimpsed the front of the dive across the 
heads of the crowd, and, catching no sight of the 
man with the bandaged hand, turned toward the 
extreme rear, where poker tables were in operation. 
There were fully a dozen tables, and most of them 
were occupied. He scanned them carefully. Here 
was a mixture of nationalities, and he straightend 
and drew a long breath of satisfaction. In this 
place, where he had anticipated no success, he had 
discovered ‘his man! 


CHAPTER XXV 


UNDER ARREST 


OO sat well back at a table in the far corner 
playing with one man. Pulled down over his 

eyes was the felt hat which had delayed recognition . 
from Chadwick, but for a brief instant he had 
raised his head to glance across the table, and in that 
instant Chadwick saw the face. 
With a final glance to the front, Dan edged big 
way toward the corner table and paused beside th 
two players. Ah Woo was lost in his game and di 
not look up. His face was a stolid mask, but De 
judged by the small stack of chips at his right that 
fortune had not smiled upon him. As Chadwstel 
watched, the other player shoved his entire stack in 
the center of the table, sloughed back in his seat, and 
grinned tantalizingly at Ah Woo. 7 
Chadwick bent over. “Woo!” he said somewhat 
sharply. 
The Chinaman looked up. For the fraction of ; 
instant his face showed surprise, then settled again 
into impassivity. 
“Hello, Misser Chladwick!” he greeted blandly. — 
“Wassa maller, you here?’ He turned once more 
to scrutinize his cards. 
There were four kings, as Dan noticed with 
slight narrowing of his eyes. Dan knew the ‘gz 
of poker fairly well, and he could understand the 
puzzlement of the Oriental at the huge bet of tt 
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other man against a one-card draw. Either the 
other man held a very high hand, or he was purely 
and simply bluffing; and four kings is a hard hand to 
bluff against. 

Dan dropped his hand on Ah Woo’s shoulder. 

“Better quit this, Woo, and come home with me. 
Remember you promised Corcoran, and you owe him 
your life.” 

He felt the shoulder quiver a trifle, and once again 
Ah Woo looked up. The dark eyes dropped once 
more and scanned the stack of chips. The shoulder 
shrugged as though to free itself from his grip. 

The other player spoke truculently: “Say, 
stranger, I’d like to know why in th’ hell you’re 
butting in on this? This here game is between me 
an’ th’ chink. S’pose you beat it outa here.” 

“Ah-ece!? A sort of snarl issued from Woo’'s 
throat. ‘‘Misser Chladwick fr’en of my fren. he 
snapped at the other. “Maybe I play this one han’ 
dam’ quick, then go home allee samee now.” 

He reached swiftly into the breast of his blouse 
and produced a sheaf of bills which made Chadwick 
gasp. He peeled several from the roll, moving his 
thin lips in silent computation of the amount of his 
opponent’s last raise. 

“No got more chips. Play money,” he explained, 
as he tossed the bills upon the table. ‘Me call!” He 
spread his cards on the table and leaned forward. 

The moment was tense, and the intensity was in- 
creased by the actions of the other player. Ah 
Woo’s four kings lay in a row across the top of the 
table, and the other man sensed to the full the dra- 
matic quality of the situation. It struck Chadwick 
that the man now knew he held the winning hand and 
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was playing with Woo as a cat plays with a mouse, | 


dragging the final heartbeats of disaster to their 
limit. 


redly under the light. 

The jack. 

The man stared into the face of the Chinaman. 
His lips relaxed into a grin. He put down the ten 
of hearts. Then he waited for the barest fraction 
of an instant and tossed the nine and eight of the 
same suit on the table. A straight flush! He sat 
back, grinning at the five brilliant cards of victory. 

Ah Woo’s face did not quiver in a single muscle. 


He leaned closer toward the other man, struck out. 


his hands with their backs the other way, and shoved 
the money toward the victor. He had played and 
lost. He was now reminded of his duty, and he 
rose to his feet. 


“Allee light, Misser Chladwick. You comee long. | 


Me go.” 

Chadwick was more than ready to leave the town. 
He was eager to go. He glanced toward the poker 
player, who was busily counting his winnings. Then 
he scanned the fore part of the saloon in quest of 
the man with the bandaged hand. 

And suddenly the man at the table sprang to his 
feet, his thin face livid with berserk rage. 

“You damned yellow mutt!”’ he howled. His hand 
dropped and rose again in a flash, clutching a blue- 
steel .44 which covered the heart of the man with 
whom he had just played. “You damned, dirty, 
yeller chink!” His raucous voice had penetrated to 
all parts of the room, and there was a sudden cessa- 


ie, 


He laid down the queen of hearts, and it glowed Me 
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tion of all other activities while the crowd turned to 
watch the tableau. 

The man with the gun was white with terrible 
rage. “Damn you!” he howled again. “That money 
is counterfeit!” 

The crowd surged closer. The man resorted again 
to a stream of the vilest profanity. 

“Produce some real money pronto,” he rasped, “or 
Y'll let daylight through you. I'll pot you where 
you stand.” 

“Oh, no, you won't!” 

Quite unconsciously Dan found his own revolver 
in his hand, the barrel trained on the heart of the 
little gambler, and too close for any chance of 
missing. 

“No you won’t do anything of the sort,” he re- 
peated, with a dead calm which surprised him even 
then. “You let that thing pop off and I'll get you 
just one-hundredth of a second later.” 

The little man scowled. ‘What’s it to you?” 

“This man is my servant.” 

The eyes of the white men met, crossed, and held 
in mutual appraisement. 

The gambler nodded. “If that is so, then why not 
take up this money and call the matter square e” 

“You mean that this stuff is really counterfeit?” 

“Took for yourself.” The other contemptuously 
shoved his revolver in the holster and tossed the bills 
on the table toward Chadwick. Dan followed the 
man’s suit in returning the gun to its holster. The 
crowd surged forward now that there was no shoot- 
ing imminent. 

Dan counted over the bills rapidly. “There’s a 
hundred here,” he said quietly. 
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Then the took from his breast pocket the remains 
of the thousand he had brought from New York, 
counted out a like amount, and handed it to the 


man. 

“Those all right?” 

The man nodded. 

“That'll square it, then.” Dan picked up the 
counterfeit money and slipped it into his pocket. 
Then he took the cook by the arm. 

“Come!” he directed grittily. 

“Not so fast!” 

Chadwick’s eyes flashed to the sound of the new 
voice. He stared into the level eyes of the mus- 
tached man of the train. The fellow barred his 
path. f 

“I guess this is my cue to say a few words,” he 
marked softly. 

“Well?” 

“You say this man is your servant?’ The man 
pointed toward the bewildered Ah Woo. 


“He’s our cook,” explained Dan, not knowing why — 3 


he explained, yet sensing authority in the other's 
tone. 

“At the Bar Z Ranch?” 

“Yes.” 

The man caught Woo by the other arm, thrust 
his hand, with a snakelike motior, into Woo’s coat, 
and tore out the roll of bills from which the China- 
man had peeled the counterfeit money. The man 
counted the bills over swiftly and then raised his 
eyes to Chadwick’s, his own flashing fire, 

“T hardly think you’ll take this man anywhere to- 
night—or for some time to come,” he observed 
caustically and significantly, “Every last one of 
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these bills is bogus. I’ve been laying for a chance 
like this.” 

“You mean all that money is counterfeit?” 

Abruptly somebody laughed. The sound crackled 
roughly out of the pressing, neck-stretching throng. 
There was a slight surge as some one forced his way 
through. It was the man who had laughed, and he 
now addressed the black-mustached man. 

“Don’t let him fool you, Dunn!” he croaked. 
“He’s the guy what came back with the king-pin’s 
daughter. He’s got a bunch of the green goods in 
his pocket right now.”’ ¢ 

The captor and Chadwick turned to stare at the 
one who had spoken. He was a well-set-up fellow 
of the thin, wiry type—and he carried a bandaged 
hand, 

Dunn stared at him briefly and in none too friendly 
fashion, and then he replied: 

“T don’t think I’m liable to overlook a bet ‘of this 
sort,” the said dryly. ‘Thanks just the same.” 

He turned toward Dan. “Come along—both of 
you—and come without trying to make trouble. You 
and your cook are under arrest!” 


CHAPTER XXVI 


A FEDERAL OFFENSE 


UNN turned quietly to one of the onlookers and : 
beckoned. “Take this man’s gun and put it in 
my pocket,” he ordered tersely, “and find out also if — ~ 


the chink is armed!” 


The one addressed hastened to obey, and Dan felt 
his weapon lifted from its holster and dropped into ~ ee 
the pocket of the man Dunn. He wondered why he 
offered no resistance, and afterward attributed it to 
the fact that Dunn acted as though he were within es 


his rights. Dan felt, rather than knew, that resist- 
ance would be futile, and he made no such attempt. 


He saw a second weapon taken from Ah Woo. a 


Then the captor gripped both men and _ stalked 


through the crowd, which opened respectfully before is 


him. They were led through the garish light of the 
hall into the welcome blackness of the street. 


His effort to retrieve a former blunder which now ~ 


seemed never-ending in its effect. And Wanda— 


do? 


what are your” 


me?” 
“I’m serious.” 


He controlled his voice and addressed the other 
white man: ‘See here, Mr. Dunn; just who and — 


Dunn chuckled. “What you trying to do—string a: 


alone on the Bar Z—what would she, what could she, 
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“You mean you want me to believe you aint 
wise?” 

“Just that.” 

“What?” Dunn half stopped, and then laughed 
amusedly. “Aw, quit this stalling, Chadwick! You're 
not that big an ass.” 

“J don’t understand.” 

“For instance, will you have the gall to say you 
don’t know I work for Uncle Sam?” 

“A secret-service operative?” Chadwick’s heart 
sank. So he was in the grip of a Federal agent. 
He envisioned Atlanta or Leavenworth—and decided 
he’d prefer Leavenworth. Certainly circumstantial 
evidence damned him; and he, in his turn, damned 
Ah Woo. bs 

“There isn’t a secret about it now, anyway,” Dunn 
pursued. 

“And how did you know my name ?”’ 

“Oh, I know that and a hell of a lot besides! 
Women sure can play hob with men, and she got 
you in head over ears, didn’t she, kid?” 

“T beg your pardon!” Dan's voice was cold to 
steeliness. Inwardly he seethed in sudden rage— 
and the rage was directed against Wanda—his wife. 

“Granted,” grinned Dunn. “And remember this, 
kid; anything you say along about this time is goin’ 
to be used against you.” 

“Thanks for the warning.” Chadwick was boil- 
ing. “I suppose we're headed for jail?” he asked. 

“Not exactly—yet. We'll remain in my room at 
this thing they call a hotel until morning, and then 
we'll go in search of better quarters—tfor the pair of 
you. And I want to give you a bit of friendly 


advice——”’ 
“And that is?” 
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“Be a good boy and don’t try any tricks. You're 
apt to get hurt if you do.” 

“T won’t give trouble, but I would like to talk ithe 
you when we get to the hotel.” 

Dunn walked on without answering, and eventu- 
ally they reached a rough, two-story, frame struc- 
ture, which they entered. They mounted a flight of 
rickety steps and came to a large, square room 
adorned by a single bed, a cheap dresser, a wash- 
stand, and two wooden chairs. 

“May I talk?” asked Dan. 

“Certainly.” 

“You say you know my name and a heap more 
things about me. If that’s th case, you probably 
know of my manner of living, before I came out 
here.” = 
“JT know all about it. You were a rah-rah boy 
with plenty of mazuma to start with. Then a billing 
clerk at a small salary—then a man with twenty-five 
thousand overnight—and a wife.” 

Dan spoke calmly and without perceptible emo- 
tion: ‘Up to the time of the twenty-five thousand 
and the wife, my life had been prosaic?” 

Dunn eyed him with a grin. “Son, there’s no use 
trying to pull that ‘first-offense’ stuff with me. That 
don’t go with me at all nor with the government. 
You and this chink was shoving the queer; anyway, 
he was, and you was conniving and protecting him. 
Y’see, for a long time I have been working to get 
the direct evidence on you folks—and now I’ve got 
it. Don’t beef!” 

“I’m not beefing!’ Dan snapped, jerking his 
shoulders as he spoke. “I merely meant to point out 
to you that my past record is spotless for the simple 
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reason that I am about to make an appeal—not to 
your prejudice, but to your common sense.” 

“Yes?” Dun lifted his eyebrows and twirled the 
black mustache. He appeared highly entertained. 

“Yes,” Dan went on, ‘n an altered tone. “You 
got the stuff on me, but there are a hundred witnesses 
who will prove how it got there, And not one extra 
dollar of counterfeit money did you find on my 
person, Look the thing in the face, Dunn, and be 
fair. I came to town in search of the chink here 
because we were afraid of just what happened—that 
he had succumbed to the gambling fever and was in 
for a long session. I found him-in hot water on ac 
count of this counterfeit money. I did what I could 
to save his life and prevent gun play; even to buying 
this counterfeit money. 

“Do you think that when a man has had a clean 
record and has lived straight, as I did, and as you 
know I did, on a meager wage for several years, he 
will be liable to knowingly mix himself. up with a 
gang of counterfeiters? Mind you, I don’t admit 
that Corcoran or his daughter are makers of bogus 
money. I don’t know a blooming thing about it. 
That’s my trouble—I don’t know anything. I've been 
kept in the dark.” 

For a time Dunn sat staring silently at Dan’s 
face, studying every line and expression, seeking to 
read the man as he had so often before read men. 
As for Dan himself, he was sick at heart over the 
potentialities of the night’s adventure. 

The secret of the trapdoor under the office floor 
was now plain to Chadwick. The passage led to the 
same place which was the objective of the tunnel 
from the ravine, and ‘he felt positive that in that 
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chamber he would find a complete outfit for the 


manufacture of counterfeit money. 


And with that idea came a solution of the whole _ 
miserable mess; Corcoran had split with Marvin and 
driven him away, and Marvin was after the outfit, 
and meant to get it. And it was the fact that 


Wanda knew, and had used him as her tool, that 


hurt worst. She was party to the whole sordid 


business. 

His mind writhed in bitterness against the girl. 
His heart cried out protectingly to her weakness; for, 
guilty as he knew her to be, he could not down the 
stark fact that he loved her. And now Marvin’s 
men knew that she was at the ranch alone and un- 
protected, and Marvin desired her. His eyes were 
darkly troubled as he turned them again to the in- 
scrutable face of the secret-service agent. 

“Pll admit that you wouldn’t have stuck your foot 
into this mess unless you were a born fool,” Dunn 
said slowly, “or unless you were rushed off your 
feet by a swell figure and a pretty face.” 

Dan felt his cheeks grow hot and a swift resent- 
ment rent him; resentment at the familiar way which 
this man used in talking of the girl who was his 
wife. He controlled himself because he knew it 
would be bad policy to have a rupture with Dunn. 

Once more Dunn eyed him speculatively, and grad- 
ually his expression changed. 

“No-o! Somehow, I don’t believe you are a bad 
sort. Look here, Chadwick, do you really mean you 
didn’t know what you was running into when you 
came out here?” 

“I didn’t know a thing except that I had a chance 
to get away from a humdrum commercial life which 
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I hated and step into a romantic fairy-story adven- 
ture, .That’s what it looked like to me. I'll tell you 
one more thing which you may take for what you 
deem it worth: the idea of counterfeit money never 
crossed my mind until that incident back yonder 
which you ran into. That’s the truth—although | 
don’t expect you to believe at,’ 

Dunn fumbled in a pocket and produced two 
panetelas. One he tossed to Dan, the other he 
lighted after biting off the end. For perhaps five 
minutes he smoked in introspective silence, and 
then 

“Suppose you spill the whole yarn,” he invited. 
“We've a good bit of the night left on our hands. 
But remember this, you are a prisoner, and what you 
tell me is public property. Any incriminating state- 
ments will be used against you—or against your 
wife’s crowd. However, I'd like to listen if you'd 
care to tell. I merely wanted you to understand.” 

“T understand,” answered Dan warmly, “and thank 
you.” 

“Not at all”’ Dunn puffed great clouds of acrid 
smoke into the room. 

Dan realized that Dunn was convinced of his imno- 
cence, and he faced his chance, his chance to assure 
the secret-service man that he was free from guilty 
intent, no matter what he might have blundered into. 

Very slowly, very deliberately, he picked up his 
cigar, lighted it, and plunged into his tale. He told 
the whole thing from the moment Wanda’s card was 
brought to him as he sat in a blue funk in Mrs. 
Richmond’s front bedroom up to and including the 
night which yet held. He told everything except his 
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personal relations with Wanda. It was a plain story, - 
and unvarnished. a 


Dunn sat silently and listened without change ee ry 


expression save as he fiddled with the lighted end 
of his cigar as Dan paused for breath or to marshal 


his sequence of facts. He was stolid, impassive, giv- Be 


ing no sign of encouragement or the reverse. 


The story was finished and the three men sat in 


silence. Dunn made no comment, and suddenly and 


without warning he swung on Ah Woo, who was 


sitting on crossed legs like a yellow-faced joss. 


“Where did you get that roll of money?” he 


snapped at the Chinaman. ie 

Woo regarded the man quietly, and Dunn repeated _ 
his staccato question: 

“Where did you get that counterfeit money?” 

“T find um!” 

“Where? Come quick, now! Where did you 
find it?” 

“To-day. Find um in load.” Suddenly Ah Woo 
waxed loquacious. “I bleen tlown, glet things for 
lanch, maybe. I start home early, six, sleven ’clockee. 
I dlive plitty near Klimberly, you sabe, when I slee 
money in load. I plick him up an’ florgetee lanch 
like elvything. Then Misser Chladwick find me play 
cards. My money bad, man pullee gun. You takee 
te.  Vhat alk” 

And as Ah Woo finished Chadwick knew that he 
had lied, and he knew that Dunn knew that he lied. 
But why? Then he remembered Moreno’s visit. He 
wondered whether the bogus money had been won 
from bim. The thought appeared on his desert of 


mental misery as an oasis. He caught a great 
breath of comprehension and burst into speech be- 
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fore the deliberate Dunn made any comment on 
Woo’s thin tale. 

“Wait, Dunn; listen!” and he told of Moreno’s 
visit and his theory. “Don’t get me wrong. Tm 
not trying to shift a burden on some one else’s shoul- 
ders. I may be dead wrong about Moreno, but ever 
since the day he was there I have felt that there was 
something odd about the visit and about Woo, here. 
I believe it was Moreno who shot at me from the 
hills. And now Wanda is out there on the ranch 
alone and unprotected. Dunn, if you've got any of 
the right sort of manhood, think of that woman out 
there and let me go to her to-night; or, if you won't 
trust me that far, go with me. I'll swear not to try 
any tricks. I merely want to make sure that she 1s 
safe.” 


CHAPTER XXVII 
THE OPEN TRAPDOOR 


WB olay tossed his cigar into the fireplace and 


frowned. 


“Kid,” he said at length, “I know I’m a damned 


fool and a soft one, but I like the way you talk. 
Where is this team the chink brought to town?” 

Dan’s face glowed. “I don’t know, but Woo 
does.” He nodded toward the Oriental. 


“Him stlable, I gluess,” said Woo calmly, blinking 


his slanting, narrow eyes. 

“You will drive out there with us?” asked Chad- 
wick of Dunn. 

Dunn nodded. ‘‘Yes, I told you I was a fool, and 
that is just what a fool would do. But, whatever 


the girl might be, or might have done, she is a 


woman, and we are men. Also, I don’t mind ad- 
mitting that I’ve had my eye on Marvin for some 
time. I knew there was bad blood between him and 
Corcoran, and I wouldn’t be surprised if you might 
come in useful on the Bar Z by morning. So give 
me your promise and come along. We'll start 
pronto!” 


Chadwick promised happily as he sprang up, and — 


the trio left the room, descended the dark stairway, 


and emerged once more into the dusty street of © 


Ruth. Dunn ordered them to the stable without 
delay. 
Woo nodded: “You blet! We gettee thlere damn 


Se 
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quick, maybe you clome long now.” He set off down 
the street at a shuffling trot, a pace which the other 
two men had no trouble in maintaining. 

He paused before a rambling structure framed by 
a corral. They passed inside, and Woo found his 
horses, and they were harnessed by aid of an electric 
flash. The men piled in, Woo on the driver’s seat, 
Dan and the secret-service man behind. Then Ah 
Woo headed the horses on the Kimberly road and 
urged them to a trot. 

“Corcoran at the ranch?” asked Dunn quietly, as 
they passed out of the scattered town. 

“No. He’s in Chicago.” 

“Good enough for you, kid. That's what Billings 
told me,” and Chadwick felt that he had avoided a 
trap by the simple expedient of telling the truth. 

“Ts Billings the chap who has been watching the 
ranch from the hills?’ 

Dunn grinned in the darkness. 

“You're a keen one. What made you think that?” 

Dan repeated the story of the crow’s nest, and told 
of the finding of a government-envelope corner. 

“That was where I became suspicious that what- 
ever all the trouble was, it was under the govern- 
ment’s eyes, although I never dreamed of what it 
was.” 

“You thought it was something illegal—and you 
stuck ?” 

“I'd given my word and accepted the money— 
and, by that time, the girl counted. Say,” asked 
Dan, “if Billings was the mountain watcher, how 
did he know that Corcoran was in Chicago ite 

“Followed him from the ranch the night of the 
day you got there. Trailed him to Eureka and saw 
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him board a Nevada Central train; then followed 
him on the Limited with a ticket for Chi in his 
pocket—say, what’s the matter?” Lae. 

es 


? 
t 
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For one whirling moment Dan’s head seemed in a 
fair way to hop from his shoulders. Quite suddenly 
and inexplicably he leaned back in his seat and 
laughed long and loudly. The ardent stranger of 
the night was the girl’s father! Danger was forgot- 
ten! Doubt of the girl had gone. Dan was happy. — 

In answer to Dunn’s question ‘he described the mid- 
night incident of Corcoran’s departure, omitting, 
however, mention of the trapdoor. Then they both 
laughed. 

“I saw Marvin outside in that place a little after 
twelve, as I rode toward Ruth,” Dan remarked, 
when they passed Kimberly. “It made me feel better. — 

I hardly thought anything was imminent at the ranch 
to-night with him here.” 

“I see.” And Dunn once more lapsed into silence. 

The wagon lurched and swung and swayed over e 
the road as Ah Woo urged his steeds to greater ef- _ 
fort. Chadwick spoke: cca 

“You say you’ve been watching the ranch for 
some time ?”’ Ls 

“Yes. For quite a while. And a lot of good it’s 
done us. You see, we had to get the goods on who-- 
ever we nabbed. To-night’s the first time we got a 
real nibble. They didn’t float their paper here. It 
showed up in Phoenix, Salt Lake, Ogden, Reno, — 
Carson—and farther off than that, even. é 

“The way we got suspicious was that Billings was _ 
out this way on another job, and hesheard of how 
prosperous Corcoran and Marvin were—getting rich 
off a ranch that had been let run down. Two and 
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two make four, and it was plain that they couldn’t 
be accumulating money honestly with a ranch that 
couldn’t pay its own expenses. I’ve been out here 
myself off and on for a heap of months. Then 
Corcoran got suspicious and I lay low.” 

“T see,” said Dan simply. 

“T Jet on for a while that I was agent for a 
colonization scheme and poked about the Bar Z my- 
self, until Corcoran virtually ran me off. And while 
I was there I’m free to confess I didn’t turn up a 
thing worth knowing—even though I know it’s there. 
And, believe me, we've seen to it that no evidence 
has been carted away!” 

“Corcoran was at the ranch when you were a 

“Sure pop, son! Oh, there’s no getting away from 
the fact that he’s in with the gang—the leader, in 
fact. He’s the brains of it. And I’m sorry you're 
stuck on the girl and married to her, because 1 be- 
lieve you're a goat, and they're all tarred with the 
same stick.”’ 

“And I’ve sort of finished things up,” said Dan, 
acutely conscious of the fact that it was he who was 
carrying the man Wanda most feared back to the 
Bar Z. For he knew from what the man said he 
knew neither of the trap under the office floor nor the 
tunnel running from the ravine dugout. For the first 
time Dan felt distinct qualms as to the wisdom of 
his course. 

“You've given me considerable meat,” said Dunn, 
- “but you needn’t feel cut up about it. I’d have put 
you in a safe place and come back here right quick, 
and ‘had things my own way.” 

The wagon jounced over the rough, little-traveled 
road; on and on with a rattle of hoofs, a clatter of 
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straining joints, a slither of wheels; on and on they P 
went, and sc went time, until a thin, ghostly gray ie 
showed raggedly above the serried line of the Egan j = 
Range. hoes 

Presently they topped a rise and the ranch lay | 
spread—a jewel in a golden panorama—before them, 

It lay a silent and seemingly lifeless cluster of houses 
nestling against the shoulder of the hills. 

“Pretty near there now.” Chadwick was surprised 
to find that his voice was hoarse. | 

Dunn straightened and nodded his head. “Looks 
peaceful enough,” he remarked casually. 

Yet Dan found himself straining forward in his 
seat with an impatience he could not well under- 
stand. His eyes scanned the nearest group of build- 
ings for a sight of his wife. He had thought she 
would be watching. Then they flashed past the — 
corral, and Woo drew his reeking, tired team to an 
abrupt halt. : 

The door of the ranch house stood open—gaping 
on wide-flung hinges to show the familiar interior. 
There was about it something sinisterly suggestive. 
Dan found himself breaking into a cold, apprehen- 
Sive sweat. 

He lifted his voice. “Hal-looo!” he cried. “Wan- 
da! O-o-oh! Wanda!” 

No answer, ‘ 

When he turned to Dunn his face looked drawn 
and troubled. The agent’s eyes were narrowed, and 
he was peering toward the house, all apathy departed 
from his bearings. Once more he was the profes- 
sional sleuth, and Dunn leaped to the ground, | 

“Come!” he commanded shortly, and started to- 
ward the house. Chadwick was beside him in a 
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bound, and Ah Woo scrambled after. The three 
went toward the open door, and then Chadwiek 
stopped and pointed in horror. : 

In front of the door were plainly discernible the 
deep tracking of heavy boots and heavier hoofs, and 
then the ribbon trail of a wagon. 

“Dunn!? The word fell from parched lips. Dan's 
heart seemed to have ceased its throbbing. The pair 
of them darted into the house. 

Chaos greeted them. The great table was shoved 
to one side, a chair was overturned, rugs were kicked 
into piles; here and there appeared tiny blotches of 
clotted blood. 

He faced Dunn, his face blanched with sick horror, 
and then his eyes turned in through the door of the 
office. The door was flung wide, and there he could 
discern a dark oblong in the floor. 

The trapdoor was open! 

And leading from the trap into the room in which 
they stood, and thence across the floor and out of 
the door was a series of torn and scratched tracks. 

Chadwick stood in petrified amaze. Then it 
seemed that some terrible tension quivered, shook, 
and burst in his brain. 

He lifted his voice, even as he clenched his big 
hands at his sides: 

“Wanda!” he cried to the wrecked, ravished room. 
‘And then again: “Wanda!” 

Only a faint echo answered. 


| 
| 


*» : gi 
mS 


CHAPTER XXVIII 
CONFIRMED SUSPICIONS 


HADWICK waited for several stunned sec- 
onds, and then he called again and again, his 
voice rising in a quavery crescendo to the heights of 
hysteria. sgh 
“Here!” Dunn spoke gruffly as he seized Dan by 
the arm and shook him. ‘There’s no use yelling 
your head off. Get a grip on yourself, man. You — 
had the right hunch, and something’s hapeeee fy 
Now it’s up to us to find out what it was. Where 
does that thing lead to?” and he pointed toward the 
gaping trapdoor in the office. ik 
“I—don’t—know,” stammered Chadwick, fighting _ 
back the nauseating dread which gripped him. ep 
Dunn frowned. “Listen here, son; this is no time _ 
for stalling. Remember I want the truth, and if 
I’m to help you, you want me to know the truth. a 
There has been a fight here.” ane 
“I am telling the truth. I did know there was a 
trapdoor there, but I give you my word I don’t know 
where it leads to.’ | 
“Very good.” Dunn accepted his statement with- 
out comment. “Let’s find out. I’ve got my flash 
light. Come along—you, too!”—to the blinking Ah 
Woo gazed first at Chadwick and then at Dunn, , . 
and suddenly he shook his head in violent negation. 
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“No!” he shrilled. ‘Not do. You no go there, 
Misser Dlunn. No use. Look-see scratchum floong: 

Dunn smiled grimly. ‘“‘At any rate the chink 1s 
wise, he knows what was down there, and I reckon 
I do, too. And whatever it was, Ill bet a dollar 
against the hole of a doughnut that it’s gone; moved 
out last night. That's where I overlooked a bet. 
They must have known that Billings was watching 
constantly, and that when he followed Corcoran to 
Eureka and you and the chink boy here went to 
town, the coast was clear. So they grabbed their 
chance and moved the phony plant last night. But 
what the devil about this blood scattered around? 
‘And the looks of the room? ‘There must have been 
some shindy.” 

“Wanda tried to stop their taking the things, of 
course——” started Dan impetuously, and then 
stopped abruptly. “She—she——’ 

Dunn shook his head. “Tried to keep them from 
making off with the evidence I wanted. That ain't 
ways likely, son. She’d be only too glad of the 
chance to let ’em go with it. Well, come on,” and 

he waved Ah Woo to precede them to the trapdoor. 

Woo scowled, but he did as bidden. The China- 
man dropped through the trapdoor opening, then 
went Dunn, and Chadwick last of all. He found 
himself standing on a grade of beaten earth which 
sloped to depths of Stygian blackness. Dunn pressed 
the button of his electric torch and pierced the vel- 
vety blackness with a slender beam. He urged them 
on gruffly. 

They made slow progress for about fifteen feet, 
and were brought to a halt by a wooden door. Dunn 


=. ye oe 


ges 


i Sie i> 
bi Sie. 


hy A Se he d 


499 WANDA OF THE WHIT 


iy Ge 
Ah % 


grunted as he noticed ‘that the lock was | 
he shoved it open without real trouble. 

They stepped into a good-sized iaimiben, 
square in shape; a chamber that was damp 
musty, but furnished. A huge oil lamp with a ¢ 
ished tin reflector hung from the center of the 
ing, attached to one of the wooden crosspieces w 
helped support the roof. At Dunn’s orders Dan 
mounted a stool to light it. ae 

As he did iy he turned to Dunn. “The chim: 
is still warm.’ 

“Sure. I didn’t imagine they'd been gone ‘To 
Especially as you passed Marvin in Kimberly.” 

The stronger light from the big lamp howl 
other lamps, cunningly arranged so that their r 
flectors would provide an even light all about 1 
chamber. It showed also the wooden boardi: 
which formed a floor for the center of the room; 
boarding scratched and stained where various heavy 
implements and pieces of machinery had been screwe 
down. In the corner was a sink into which P 


ie 


from the side, and in a flash Dan bane pina this 9 
the terminus of the tunnel .which led from 
dugout. ; 

As though to confirm this theory, the caught. S 
ofa mortar board and trowel. He ‘sore th 


Donita: on the flooring, 
“Built a tunnel, eh?” he eee l rig 
See those spots there—some of them are acid burn 


al a a 
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This is their little workshop, all right, all right!” 
He swung on Ah Woo, his face black as 4 thunder- 
cloud. “You knew what they were doing here, didn't 
you, boy?” 

Woo merely blinked with true Oriental stolidity. 
“No sabee.” 

The agent grinned and shrugged. “Oh, well, no 
matter! Let’s go up again. This room itself cinches 
the business for me.” 

Dan was the last one to clamber out of the trap 
door, and he found Dunn standing with hands on 
hips, teetering on the balls of his feet, gazing curi- 
ously at the trail from the trapdoor to the front 
door, and again at the splotches of blood. 

“Guess we'd better search the house,” he said au- 
thoritatively. 

Dunn clapped Dan on the shoulder. “Brace UP, 
lad; you're not going to find anything.” 

Their inspection lasted ten minutes. Once, and 
only once, did Chadwick falter. That was when 
they entered the little room where, not so long 280 
Dan had seen Wanda, white-robed in her virginal 
slumber dress, kneeling in pray, beside the little 
white bed which now showed smooth and undis- 
turbed, as smooth as her hands had left it, At sight 
of it a cruel grip choked him and a dampness welled 
to his eyes. He backed from the door. 

Dan led the way to the stable. It was quiet and 
deserted, and the corral, too, was empty. ee new 
thought struck Dan. Pepper was gone! Was it 
possible that Wanda had made her escape on the back 
of the fiery animal? He swung and charged back 
into the stable. Her saddle and bridle, too, were 
gone. Fle told Dunn of his idea. 


— ———— ————— 
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“But,” said the secret-service agent, “suppose it 


merely means that she went with them?” 
“Voluntarily, you mean?” 
“Sure. And why not?” 


Dan raised his hands in expostulation, then 4 


dropped them limply to his side. | 
“You don’t understand,” he said wearily, “You 

can’t or won’t understand. She hates them.” 
“Listen here, son; this woman has fooled you, and 


oy 


you yourself admit that she has fooled you. Why? 


reason it out for yourself, lad. She knew you 


wouldn't stick worth a one-cent stamp if you thought 
that she was a counterfeiter, I know you don’t want 


to think those things about her, I know it hurts, but 
be man enough to face facts as facts, won’t you?” 


“I'm willing to—but I can’t, that’s all. I wil 
when you prove things to me beyond the shadow of 


a doubt.” 


Strangely enough, Dunn sighed. “Son, I’d like 
to have your faith once again—just for a few days.” 

Something crept whimperingly through the door 
of the stable, paused briefly, and then catapulted to- ip 
ward Dan. Dan stepped back briefly from the on- — 


slaught, recovered himself, and reached for Major’s 
scruff, 


The dog reared against the man, his eves blood- 


Shot, his tongue lolling from a dusty, saliva-streaked | 


muzzle, Bits of vegetation were caught in his 
shaggy hair, and something else was on it—some- 
thing darkly red and clotted. Blood! Even yet 


Major was bleeding, and the drops fell to the stable 


floor. 


Chadwick clung to the canine’s ruff and stared into 
his tired, pain-filled eyes, 
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“Major!” he cried, as though speaking to another 
human. “You have been with Wanda. Where is 
she, Major? Where is she now? Good dog! Tell 
me!” 

Major dropped to all fours, turned toward the 
stable door, and looked back with a plaintive 
whimper. 

Chadwick’s eyes met those of Dunn. “He knows!’ 
he exclaimed triumphantly. ‘‘He’ll take us to her. 
Come!” He was after the dog at a trot, outside the 
stable, and headed straight toward the rolling woods 
of cedar and pine, when Dunn’s hand fell on his arm 
and dragged him to a halt. 

“Wait a bit, you crazy man!” rasped the secret- 
service man. 

Chadwick tore loose. “Let go!” he snarled. “It’s 
no time for delay. I’m going to my wife. She 
needs me!” 

“Sure you’re going to her,” soothed Dunn, “and 
I’m going with you. But this is a case of the greater 
the haste the less the speed. Take a look at that 
dog, will you? He’s shot and he’s bleeding. Call 
him back and let’s dress that wound and go at this 
matter like sane people.” 

Dan paused and nodded. “You're right. I guess 
I am a damned fool.” He whistled Major to re- 
turn. The dog came reluctantly and crouched at 
Chadwick’s feet, striving to lick them and beating 
the ground with his tail and pleading with his brown 
eyes. 

“Great thing, a faithful dog,” commented Dunn. 
“Bring him into the house.” 
Once there, he laid Major on the table and washed 
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and bandaged the ugly bullet wound with the expert- ss 


ness of a veterinarian. 


“There’s a ranch up the valley about eleven miles, — 
as I guess you know,” said Dunn. “Now, I’m going — 
to do a funny thing for a man in my profession, but — 
I can’t see anything else to do. If Woo will swear 
to you, Chadwick, that he will return here promptly — 


I will send a note by him to that ranch. I'm going 
to ask the people there to send a note to my partner, — 2 
Billings, requesting him to get here with all possible 
speed, bringing a couple of reliable men to help him, 


picking up our wagon trail here, and sticking to it — 
until they find us. Then you and I will start right 


ee ae 


off, getting the dog to guide us, and we'll ride hard 
on this bunch of jaspers until reénforcements come ‘ 
along. That'll be with an eye out for safety. When © 
the others come up we'll close in. What do you a 


say?” 


Dan thought for several minutes. “Tt looks as A 
though I were assisting in putting Wanda in your ~ 
hands, Mr. Dunn. But be that as it may, I imagine 


she’s better off there than in Marvin’s clutches. Any-— 


way, your head is longer than mine. Woo, you hear i 
what Mr. Dunn says. Will you swear to do as I~ 


ask, for the sake of Wanda?” 

The Chinaman nodded and looked at Dan. 

Dunn crossed to the big table in the living room, 
pulled up a chair, and began to write rapidly in a 


loose-leafed notebook which he produced from an 
inner pocket. After five minutes he rose and placed 


two notes in Ah Woo’s hands. 


“Give that one marked with a cross to somebody a 
at Gillam’s ranch. Ask them to read it, and then 
take this one to the hotel at Ruth and deliver it per- — 


CONFIRMED SUSPICIONS 195 


sonally to George A. Billings. He’s been off,” Dunn 
explained to Chadwick, “‘but he’s heard by now of 
what happened between you and me last night in 
Ruth, and I haven't a doubt that he’s sticking 
around there waiting for me to show up. And now 
vamose, Woo! Come, Chadwick, if the dog is will- 
ing, we'll hit the grit. 

“You know which way we're going, Woo,” he 
continued, addressing the Chinaman. ‘Get back 
from Gillam’s in a hurry, hitch the team to the light 
wagon, and follow us, so that they will have your 
trail to follow. Think you can do it?” 

‘Tes,”” 

“Good; beat it! Now, come on, Chadwick.”’ 


: 
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CHAPTER XXIX 


FOLLOWING HER TRAIL 


Me gave a single look of understanding 
immediately started forward toward the h 
The two men followed at his heels. They passec 
behind the granary and the stables and struck th 
trail which led to the foothills. The wheel mar 
of a loaded wagon cut deep gashes here and there 
the sandy soil and afforded a trail not difficul 
follow, and mixed with the tracks were the impr 
of horses’ hoofs. ~ 

Dunn grunted. ‘Must have been a crowd.” ie 

Chadwick nodded, for he, too, had noticed — 
multitude of tracks. 

They progressed with diminishing speed over 
gradually roughening way. A mile lay behind er 
two, three. The sun had mounted higher, and the 
paused at a crystal spring, where they drank deep 
in lieu of breakfast. Major joined them, the 
trotted on. ant 

Dunn grunted again. “I’m a swell scout, I am! 
I'd had any sense we'd never have started wv 
empty stomachs. The Lord only knows how far w 
have to travel ar new long we'll have to cons bef 
Billings joins us.’ 

They walked on for about fifteen minutes, 
Dunn paused. “Sa-ay! Have you noticed that ‘the 
wheel marks seem to have disappeared?” = 

“I had, quite a ways back, too. They just s 
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to disappear. But I’ll swear we're on the right 
track. I’d trust the dog’s instinct.” 

“Yes.” Dunn's eyes followed the dog, who stood 
silhouetted on a slight ridge. “Look where he is. 
You couldn’t drive a wagon along there in a thou- 
sand years. I wonder what we're up against, any- 
way.” 

‘Maybe Major’s taking a short cut.” 

“Maybe, but it’s improbable. There’s something 
funny about this, but the brute seems to know 
where he’s going and to be in a hurry to get there. 
Do you notice, too, that two people on horseback 
have ridden along here very recently?” 

Chadwick noticed the hoofprints. They followed 
the dual trail to the top of the ridge, where it turned 
north by west. 

“Hell!” snapped Dunn none too sweetly. “They 
split. Now, which way did the girl go, presuming 
that she was one of the riders?” 

“Follow the dog.” 

Dunn glanced at him briefly. ‘“‘I reckon you're 
right. Follow the dog it is.” They walked on, and 
then Dunn chuckled softly. ‘“You know which way 
we're heading?” 

“RO. 

“Tf we keep on long enough we'll get plumb to 
Hamilton.” 

“Hamilton?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Isn’t that a mining town?” 

“Yes, and, between you and me, it’s one of Mar- 
vin’s hang-outs. It’s nearer Kimberly and Ruth 
than we are right now. Say, I’m almost beginning 
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this.”’ ae 
“Or he may have sent his men to do the Fes: ae A 
hung around Kimberly himself in plain sight.” ae 
“Right you are! So that in case I was having Be 
him watched I’d suspect nothing. He’s a clever nut.” 4 
“Just who is Marvin?” questioned Dan quickly. eA 
“T ain’t noways sure, son, but I got a notion he’s 
a man with a record; one whom we've been after 
for quite considerable years. If I could get him down > a 
once I’d know for sure. You see, he was some 
marked once, long ago.” anat 
Major suddenly swerved off at a new angle, and to 2 
both men it appeared that the rider had feared pur- 
suit and had ridden the ridge just to obliterate all 
tracks. ae 
Dunn glanced at his watch. Bes 
“Eleven o’clock. Do you know what that means, : - 
son? It means that even if things run like clock- 
work, if the message gets into Billings’ hands with- Ls 
out a hitch, and the chink makes after us as fast as 
he can travel, we'll be done starved to death when Bier 
they find us. In the first place, no wagon could come 
the way we did. And, also, we've got to follow that ae 
dog, which means that in the end we'll be forced to 
tackle the job alone. What do you think about it?” 
Chadwick stared intently into his companion’s face ~ 
as they squatted opposite each other on the crest of 
the ridge, and the dog dropped pantingly about fifty 
feet farther on. 3 
Chadwick knew that Dunn’s warning was begotten 
of common sense and caution and not of fear, but 
Wanda was ahead of them somewhere, and ins 
danger. Ja 
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“It’s a heap to expect a stranger to do, but I'd 
suggest that we go it alone.” 

“Good! I thought you’d answer that way. [I’m 
not entirely altruistic, but I’m after the crowd on my 
own hook, you know.’ He dropped a hand into his 
pocket and produced Dan’s revolver and a box of 
cartridges. These he tossed to Dan. “You might 
as well tote your own load,’ he remarked lightly. 
“T’m ready to trust you a bit.” 

Dan shoved the gun in his holster after seeing that 
it was loaded. He eyed Dunn briefly. 

“Thanks,” he said, and turned to follow the dog, 
who was once more on the trail. 

But the rest made Dunn talkative. “Now, admit- 
ting that they had a good object in getting the ma- 
chinery away from us, who was it rode over here 
with the girl—I’m sure the girl was one of the 
riders here, and you'll notice there are the tracks of 
two horses along here again—and why did whoever 
it was try to kill the dog?” 

“T think I can tell you,’ returned Dan quietly. 
“Marvin is in love with the girl, and she hates him, 
and that’s the reason Marvin has been anxious to 
put me out of the way; personal reasons, I guess. 
And there’s what makes me wild, the very idea of 
her being in his power.” 

“T see I see a bit farther than I did. Thanks, 
son, for the information. Let’s let out another notch; 
the dog seems to be getting sort of nervous. Maybe 
it’s the fever in his shot leg, or maybe we're getting 
to our destination,’ suggested Dunn. 

“Already ?” 

“Sure! They expect pursuit, but not this quick. 
They knew you and the chink were in town, and 
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they didn’t know that you were coming back. ¢ 
had a close shave with that man with the banda 
hand. He’s a good shot, and he meant to alibi hin 
self for murder when he warned you to keep yor 
eyes peeled. Oh, they counted on having a ba 
of time, with Billings not at the ranch and mg 
keeping you and Woo in custody and nobody to pro 
tect the girl.” 

“IT hope you're right, Dunn, and lm incined 
think that you are. Lordy, if only we could | 
them by surprise!” 

“T wish so. Say, look at Major, will you?” 

In truth, the dog was acting in a rather surprisi ng 
fashion. He had turned from the ridge and 
working down the farther side, but he was go ing 
slowly, crouching on his belly and dragging hims 
forward in a snakelike manner, 

Dan’s heart set up a dull pounding which set the 
blood to throbbing in his temples, for he knew 
such actions on the part of the dog could mean 
one thing, that they were at or near their objecti 

But Dunn was speaking: “I guess we’ve ab 
arrived. Better relax those big muscles of yours 
bit.” 3 


dog. They were resting on a little shoulder, 
could look down the side of the ridge which the 
was descending. They rose and walked on to a» 
of greater vantage, and there, stretched before | 
in beautiful panorama, was a little cupped v 
ringed with cedar hills which was as. 
watered. Ny 
Across the tiny valley and nestling against the il 
opposite, they discerned a small log cabis, rudely but 
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stanchly constructed. Behind it and near the ridge 
were the down-dropped tailings of an old prospect 
shaft dump, gaunt and barren against the background 
of rich verdure. 

Chadwick took it in at a glance, and then his eyes 
rested on a pair of horses tethered outside the cabin 
door. One of them looked strangely similar to the 
horse Miguel Moreno had ridden, and the other was 
a sorrel. The latter he knew instantly, and he 
clutched Dunn’s arm with ill-concealed excitement. 

“Yes, we've arrived. That sorrel is Pepper, my 
wife’s horse.” 

“Easy now, son. Don’t get too excited. Things 
are better than I expected, but rashness will spill all 
the beans. Call the dog.” 

Dan pursed his lips and whistled softly. Major, 
who had edged farther down the ridge, pricked up his 
ears and paused. He was now in plain sight of the 
cabin. Dan whistled again. 

Crack! 

A puff of smoke spurted from the cabin door. A 
humming bullet kicked up the dust in front of 
Major’s nose. The dog drew back, then sped with 
lightninglike swiftness toward the two men. 

It was Dunn who spoke, and his voice was harsh 
and strained. “They're there, all right,” he repeated 
softly. ‘And they’re awake !’” 


CHAPTER XXX 


UNDER FIRE 


UNN deliberately seated himself and fumbled 

his pockets. 
“We'd better look things over before we take di 
nite action,’ he grunted, and then his face wer 
blank. “Durned if I didn’t come off without an 
cigars!” | 
Chadwick with difficulty controlled a desire 
laugh. He felt a growing admiration for the ma 
who was temporarily his ally. He produced his ow 
pipe and tobacco and extended them to the other. 
“T can help out to this extent, anyway.” 
“Great!’ Dunn took the proffered smoke, tam 
the bowl of the pipe full of the fragrant weed, 2 
set a match to it. For perhaps half a minute I 
smoked in blissful silence. “I always think bette 
when I smoke. Now to conditions, We have ou 
quarry up a tree, but it’s doubtful as to whether i it 
better to be in the tree or on the ground, especial 
they have reénforcements coming ahead of 
Another thing: That shot at the dog was a 
shot, which means that we're hopelessly outrang 
but we hold one trump—they don’t know we're 
Seeing the dog, they probably suspect it, but 
don’t know, And it’s good tactics to keep the « 
guessing.” 
Chadwick squatted on a rock and gazed nell 
tively into the little valley as his aia ait om 
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and thought intently. The two horses stood by the 
cabin door, quiet and at peace with the world, switch- 
ing their tails languidly. 

A queer, dull resentment, which thrived on its own 
growth, reawakened in Dan’s breast—a resentment 
against Marvin. He almost wished for a face-to- 
face meeting with the man. In the virile power of 
his manhood he could not concede that the bad man 
was his superior in any manner of combat, although 
the dictates of common sense told him otherwise. 
Weary of inaction, he took his revolver from its 
holster and spun the cylinder to reassure himself that 
it was in perfect order. 

“Back at college, Dunn,’ he remarked softly, “our 
football team used to waste two downs bucking the 
line, and when we found that impregnable we skirted 
the ends.” 

Dunn looked up slowly. He knocked the ashes 
from the pipe and extended the warm bowl to Chad- 
wick, 

“That is usually good military science, too. But a 
frontal demonstration must be used to mask a flank 
attack. What’s your plan, Chadwick?” 

Dan had been studying the valley intently as his 
plan took concrete shape. 

“Over there is Wanda’s horse and one other. That 
means one captor is here and the rest of the crowd 
went on with the wagonload of machinery. I was 
thinking if one of us could work carefully around 
to the rear, give a signal, and then let the man in 
front open a popping fire on the cabin, we might fool 
them.” 

“We might. But, you see, if the girl thinks it’s 
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the Federal agents, as she probably will, on S liable 


to fight with her captor—as an ally, I mean.’ 


“Rot! You don’t understand. She’s my wee 


and I’m willing to take the chance if you are.” 

“Tt’s your funeral,” said Dunn cheerfully. 
“Which’ll you choose, front or rear?” 

“The rear looks to be a little harder job—and this 
is more my fight than yours—so I'll take it if it’s 
all the same. Wait until you get my signal from 
that knoll back yonder, and then commence cracking 
at the house. Don’t try to hit anything unless you 
get a pot shot at the man that’s there. But keep 


a-firing, It oughtn’t to take me long todo my endof 


it, and you'll hear things when I do. I have an idea, 
too, that I might crawl up to the rear of the cabin, 


attract Wanda’s attention through the chinks in the - 


logs, and get her help.” 
“If you feel that way about it, go to it. But 
remember you’re dealing with a quick gunman now.” 
a AO 


“Go on, son. But don’t be too surprised if she — 


casts her lot with the man in the cabin.” 

“Oh, for the love of Mike, Dunn, can that talk! 
She won’t.” 

“TI just said don’t be surprised if she does. Who- 
ever the man is ‘ 


“I’m betting it’s Moreno, I think that may be . 


his horse with Pepper.” 
“Good-by.” 
“Good-by; here goes.” 


Dan stepped down the rear side of the knoll on 


which they had been resting, his intention being to 
skirt the valley to the rear side of the hill on the 
foot of which lay the cabin. Dunn watched his 
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retreating form for a minute, waved cheerfully, and 
picked his revolver from its holster. 

“Here goes the frontal attack,’ he remarked to 
himself. 

Fifteen or twenty feet from him and lower down 
the side of the ridge lay a tumbled mass of jagged 
rock, uncomfortable but affording unusually good 
protection. Stooping low and starting like a cinder- 
path sprinter, he darted toward it, reached its haven, 
and crouched. 

Puff-puff! Crack—crack! 

Two little cottony balls of smoke burst from the 
cabin. The reports of the two shots struck sharply 
on Chadwick’s ears. He paused momentarily to 
watch Dunn, as he could easily do without being 
seen from the cabin. 

The secret-service man was edging toward one 
end of the rock pile, ready for the next advancing 
rush, which Dan judged would be toward two 
enarled, twisted cedars behind which very fair shel- 
ter was afforded, provided the person there did not 
take too many chances. And even while he debated 
the question, Dunn leaped into the action and flung 
himself down the ridge toward the trees. 

Puff! Cra-a-a-a-ack! 

The bullet plowed the earth close to the heels of 
the leaping, twisting figure, missing merely because 
of the zigzag course of the runner. He reached the 
tree and clung to its bole. Thus far he was safe 
and had made a considerable advance, and it struck 
Chadwick that he had better be making a little more 
progress himself to relieve what would soon be a 
dangerous position for Dunn. 

He bent low and traveled swiftly through a cut 
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in the hills, then behind a line of stunted 1 tre 
ward the other side. 
Once again the wall of the cabin pelohed 
puff of smoke. The bullet droned close to 
wick’s ears! He paused in petrified amazement, 
In a split second the entire situation had altere 
Had Moreno seen him? 
Cra-a-ang! 
Bang! i 
Chadwick’s eyes shone with terror. That ti 
there had been two shots close together, The - 
had been the report of a ‘heavy revolver. Was 
that Dunn had worked into range with this spe 
Things were getting desperate, and Chadwick sa 
ficed a little safety for the sake of speed. 
He bent almost double and sped across the val 
dodging to what cover he could. His thoug 
were chaotic, and as he gained speed he thought 
of cover. He shot across the valley and strai 
toward the opposite ridge, past the dump of 
abandoned shaft. 
Cra-a-ack! Bang! | 
It was a continuation of the duel between More no 
and Dunn. Dan wondered whether he had fancie 
the sound of the bullet about his own ears, or, 
he had heard it, whether it had been a stray 
Dan reached the opposite ridge in a last fra 
rush which ignored cover. Then came a literal vo 
from Moreno’s rifle, and there was no answ 
revolver shot! ae 
A sick wave of apprehension gripped Dan’s pound- 
ing heart. Had a shot gone home? Was D 
wounded or dead? ee 
Bang! 
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Chadwick laughed harshly with the sheer reaction 
from the strain. It was Dunn’s revolver. He darted 
forward again along the lee side of the ridge, his 
course this time masked with thorough effectiveness. 
He remembered the volley and chuckled grimly. 

“Dunn’s getting his goat. Else he wouldn’t have 
wasted that many cartridges all in a bunch. Good 
old Dunn!’ 

His heart went out to the man who was risking 
his life in an attempt to rescue a woman whom he - 
believed a counterfeiter, from the grasp of a man 
who was a counterfeiter or implicated with the gang. 
Dunn could have stood back and played a safe 
hand, but he had voluntarily embarked on this des- 
perate mission and was now assuming what seemed 
the most dangerous rdéle in the attack on the house. 

Chadwick reached a vantage point, then waved 
his signal to Dunn. The latter fired three quick 
shots at the cabin by way of informing Chadwick 
that he had seen, and in answer to that came a 
volley of rifle fire. Whoever was in the cabin, 
he was prodigal of ammunition. Dan wondered 
where Dunn could be that afforded him protection 
against such a fire, 


CHAPTER XXXI 


A BOLD MANEUVER 


ty eyed the objective of his attack. The rear 
of the cabin was dead; that is, without win- — 


dows or doors. So much for that. He was gripped 
with a strange, wild elation. He stood erect on 


the top of the deserted mine dump. The valley — 


lay before him and he looked down on the roof of ce 


the cabin. He searched for Dunn. 


A faint haze of blue smoke drifted into the 


heated air from behind a rock which lay not more 


than fifty yards from the cabin in a cup in the — 
hills. It afforded a splendid barricade, impregnable 
to the showers of lead hurled against it. Sick 

Once again Chadwick chuckled. “Dunn’s dug 


himself in!” 


Then he clawed this way down the steep depres 
sion toward the rear of the cabin. A heightened 
revolver fire told him that Dunn had noticed his — 
move and was working doubly hard to keep the ~ 


defenders of the cabin busy. 


Chadwick worked swiftly but with due care. He oy 


did not lose his head; he ran low and swiftly to- 


the immediate rear of the cabin. Then he paused, 


realizing that he was dealing with a trapped and Ne 
desperate man and that the success of his mission 
was insured only if he could inject into it the ele 


ment of surprise. 
He scanned the cabin closely. Save for the ab- 
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sence of door and window, the front and back 
were alike. He peered about the corner and saw a 
small window on the end from which the glass had 
been smashed, leaving only the empty sash. Or- 
dinarily chinked with mud, the crevices between the 
logs of which the walls were composed showed gap- 
ing spaces. If Dunn kept up that attack! 

Bang! Dunn was doing his share. 

Dan dropped to hands and knees after making sure 
that his revolver was ready for instant action. Then 
he edged along the cabin wall. He proceeded with 
infinite caution, testing each step that he might not 
set loose an avalanche of small stones to betray 
him. On and on he crept and crawled, and the duel 
continued from the other side. 

The light was high, and there was no chance 
for cover in the event of discovery. The brilliant 
glare struck full on his body which lay prone on the 
earth, wriggling slowly around the end of the cabin. 
Then the small eaves threw a slight shadow, but 
he paid no heed, nor did he heed the fact that the 
sharp stones cut and bruised his hands and knees. 
Now had come the crucial moment; five yards more, 
and he would be directly under the glassless window. 

Crack! Crack! Bang! Cra-a-a-ck! 

A thin smile twisted Chadwick’s blackened, dirt- 
grimed lips. He thrust a hand forward tentatively, 
advanced a foot—another hand—and another yard 
of advance. 

Cra-a-ack! 

The pause of a split second. 

“Damn!” 

The word reached him through the chinks of the 
cabin. It was a vocal explosion, scarcely less vicious 


: 
. 
‘ 


we 


. 
rah 
. 


210 + WANDA OF THE WHITE SAGE 


in intent than that shot which had immediately 


ceded it. 
“You are an excellent shot, Moreno! You 


wasted a hundred cartridges against one a 
“Shut up! You By damn!” 
Chadwick grew taut. There was no mistal 

Wanda’s voice, and he had also been correct 

thinking that the man was Miguel Moreno, 

what delighted him most was the knowledge 
the woman he loved was no party to the defense 
of the cabin. In fact, she was helping Dunn } 
she could by twitting Moreno and thereby making 
his aim less certain. 

Chadwick smiled thinly and edged forward 2 
other yard. He was strangely cold and unexcite 
his nerves were quiet. | 

Closer and closer! Now his hand touched 
roughened logs under the window. He paused 
brought his eyes to the level of a chink betw 
the logs. His head and face were in dhadicieal bu 
the sun baked down on the legs and body. 

He found that he could see straight across 
interior of the shack. Between the front wind 
and the front door stood a pair of spurred boots— 
plainly the feet of Moreno. He was watching 
another rush from Dunn, but the secret-service 

was contenting himself with a constant ee ° 

bullets. Bang! his revolver spoke, and crack! ML. 

reno’s rifle echoed in answer. | 
He turned his eyes to the right, and a lump ¢ cal 

to his throat. Wanda was seated on a broken s 

not two feet from where he lay, and as he wat h 

her she spoke with deliberate sarcasm: 3 
“You need a cannon, Moreno!” 
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“Dios! Be still!” gritted the man’s voice. ‘I 
only hold theem teel Marvin come; then he get 
keeled and we go ’way.” 

“Night’s far away, Moreno. Suppose Sefior Chad- 
wick gets here before Marvin, what then?” 

Moreno cackled triumphantly. “You theenk he 
come, eh? You theenk so? I tell you ‘bout that. 
The Sefior Chadwick weel come no more. Eef 
he got to Ruth the was there keeled!” 

Chadwick heard the girl gasp, then cry out in 
terror: 

“Moreno! What do you mean? Why do you 
say that, Moreno? Answer me!” She stamped her 
foot in imperious rage. “Have I—did I—send him 
to his death? Tell me!’ 

Bang! Bang! Dunn fired twice. 

“Moreno!” Wanda’s voice was filled with agony. 

Crack! Moreno’s rifle flamed once again. “Did 
you not expect eet? Marvin desired you. He stood 
in the way.” 

“Good God?” 

Dan’s gaze fell on a long, slender stick which 
lay close at hand. Very slowly and with infinite 
care he thrust the stick through the opening between 
_the logs and touched Wanda on the arm. 

Wanda turned slowly. He saw her face blanch, 
and that she maintained control of herself only by 
a superhuman effort. 

Moreno turned his head sharply, and at sight 
of ther face grinned cruelly. He thought she was 
bewailing the death of her husband. He bade her 
gruffly to be quiet and fired once more at Dunn. 

But Wanda would not quiet. She spoke aloud: 
“P]] not shut up, Moreno! Oh, if I had a weapon 
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I'd kill you myself, and Marvin, too, when ne 
came.’ ae 
It was a direct message to Chadwick. He sl 
his hand to a pocket and produced the automa 
which had lain there undisturbed. He grinned for 
a moment, Dunn, with all his care, had not search 
for it, and Chadwick had not remembered its pr 
ence until this minute. He tested it and slid it I 
tween the logs. 

“Wanda!” he breathed, and shoved it in a lit 
farther. 

He saw her hand creep back the while she ke 
her eyes fastened on Moreno. Her fingers clos 
about the butt of the automatic and withdrew it. — 

Very slowly Chadwick drew his feet under him 
lifted himself to his knees, squatted, and gradua 
raised to an erect posture, crouching only enou 
to keep his head below the sill. 

Then he drew a single deep breath and strai 
ened, at the same instant drawing his revolver fr 
the holster. He gazed into the room and cove 
Moreno with his revolver as the Mexican sto 
peering around the edge of the window. 
sat on the floor where he had left her. 
not moved. | 

Bang! Another shot from Dunn. 

Cra-a-ang! A futile answer from Moreno, — 

Bang! Dan fired deliberately into the log 
Moreno’s head. Even under the circumstance 
could not bring himself to shoot a man in the 
Moreno whirled, this face livid with terror, his 
bared life wolf fangs. 

“Hands up!” rasped Dan. “Drop that gum 
EP icecctnnns 


A BOLD MANEUVER 215 


Moreno’s rifle clattered to the floor. Keeping thé 
Mexican covered, he laid fast the lower side of the 
sill and pulled himself slowly upward. He hoped 
Dunn had understood his shot and was closing in. 

He was halfway up, his head and shoulder already 
through the window, when the rotten boarding tore 
loose and he slipped! 3 

For a moment he sprawled helplessly, fighting to 
maintain his balance; then he fell and dropped his 
revolver! 

Moreno acted like a flash. The Mexican’s hands 
swooped down as Chadwick’s weapon hit the floor. 
They darted to his belt and came up holding a 
long, heavy-hilted, keen knife which glinted in the 
rays of the early afternoon sun. He drew his arms 
back to throw the knife—a trick in which most 
Mexicans are adept and deadly. 

Moreno’s hands flashed back to the limit of the are 
and poised for a fraction of an instant for the 
throw. It had all happened in a breath, in the time 
of a heartbeat. 

Spang! 

A slender tongue of flame stabbed the half light 
of the cabin. The blade leaped as though by magic 
from Moreno’s hand. The man yelled, and Wanda 
sprang to her feet, the automatic held ready. 

And as she rose and Dan floundered through the 
window and fell in a heap on the floor, Dunn burst 
into the cabin. He saw Dan sprawled on the floor, 
and he had heard the shot. It looked as though 
Moreno had killed Chadwick. 

Without word or question or pause he pointed 
his revolver full at Miguel Moreno and fred. 


ee 
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CHAPTER XXXII 
MORENO CONFESSES 


Mor spun on his heels, his eyes she 
white, across the face crept a puzzled, ble 
expression. Then he sagged like a punctured hb 
and collapsed in a heap on the floor. we 
Wanda screamed shrilly and stood staring in ho: 
ror at the man who had dashed through a 10 
“You!’ she panted. “You!” 
“Yes, ma’am, me!’ | 
Dan staggered to his feet, recovered his revo 
and swept Moreno’s body with a single, hoi 
glance. 
“My God, Dunn!” he cried. ‘What did vee 
that for?” hi 
“Thought he had pinked you,” returned the se 
service man quietly. ‘ 
Dan shook his head in slow comprehe 
“Wanda and a miracle prevented. I slipped 
dropped my revolver. He was about to kni 
when Wanda shot at him and knocked the 
from his hand. She had my automatic, which 
passed to her through a crack.” 
Dunn inspected the Mexican s body. 
“Cashed in now, all right. Sorry about te 
take, but I guess it’s just as well this way.” 
Wanda was staring alternately at Dan and 
secret-service agent. Finally she spoke to Dan: 
“This man—what is he doing nee with } 
cannot understand. 4 
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“The size of the matter is that I am under ar- 
rest’ —he eyed her closely—‘‘for counterfeiting.” 

She paled and shrank back. 

“But after I was arrested by Dunn in Ruth last 
night, I persuaded him to come out to the Bar Z 
with me since you were unprotected, and I couldn't 
come alone. We found aplenty to justify the trip. 
Then Major came in, wounded, and he brought us 
here. You know the rest. I did my level best, 
and as usual, when the crucial moment came, made 
a hash of things. I’m too dog-goned human to 
ever be a hero, I guess.” 

Dunn grinned. ‘This husband of yours is a good 
pal, Mrs, Chadwick,” he said enthusiastically. “And 
a brave one.” 

Wanda did not even glance in the direction of the 
speaker; her gaze was focused on Dan, and Dan 
found her eyes as dark, as deep, and as unfathom- 
able as a woman’s can be. Then a shrill shriek of 
agony broke in on the tableau. It was from Moreno. 

He stirred, he writhed, he clawed and scratched 
with agonized fingers. He half raised himself, for 
he was half mad with terror with his dying pains. 

“Dios!” he choked through the blood-flecked froth 
of his lips. ‘Oh, madre de Dios!’ Madre Sanctts- 
sima! Sefiorita, I die! Have pity!’ He slumped 
back in a heap. 

The eternal woman was beside him, pillowing his 
stricken head in her lap. The man gazed into her 
face and tried gamely to smile. 

“T’anks, sefiorita.”’ 

Wanda sobbed as she bent above him. “Miguelo! 
Miguelo! Tell me—tell these men what you told 
me—before you die! Please, Miguelo!’ 
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Wanda we the froth from his 7 with 
of her skirt. j 
‘'T’anks, sefiorita. You right—he come backe 
Chadweeck. He is one dam’ cat. Ah! It hur 
I die, sefiorita!”’ a 

“Miguelo! Please!’ 
“Yes,” he spoke with forced strength, “I - 
You, sefiorita, are like woman of my people. 
have speerit. Dios! ‘That one preety shot at 
knife. Come, sefiores, leesten! Eet ees all planne 
arranged, like thees: — 
“The Sefior Marvin desire the seforita, for wheech 
I do not blame heem. Therefore the Sefior Ch 
wick ees to die. I induce cook to play card g: 
at the ranch and I lose money to start the f 
in hes brains. Then we wait until cook goes 
town. A 
“He does not come back.” He paused 1 
paroxysm of coughing, and then went on with 
greater difficulty: ‘“We theenk Sefior Chadwick wee 
go after heem to bring heem back. He goes. 
one who watch rides ahead and tells the Sefor M 
vin. Then he goes to Ruth, where he ees to 
the Sefior Chadwick into a quarrel and keel heem 
Thees he is willing to do, for the Senor Chadw 
has shoot heem the other night at the ranch.” — 
The eyes of Chadwick and Dunn met in a gh 4 
of mutual comprehension. The man who had 
tied the news was the man with the bandaged 
Miguel continued, his voice growing weaker 
each word: “We descended on the r-ranch 
seized the sefiorita. I breeng her here to hold 
the Sefior Marvin come. That is all.” 
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“Where was Marvin coming from to-night?’’ ques- 
tioned Dunn, somewhat sharply. 

“Quién sabe?” Moreno flashed his teeth. Even 
on the brink of the grave he was not minded to 
betray his patron. 

“Hamilton, he told me,’ broke in Wanda. “Mi- 
guelo! Tell them—for me—was it not from Hamil- 
ton he was coming?” 

Moreno suddenly twisted free of her knees. He 
half raised one arm. 

“No!” he shouted. “I weel not! I weel not! 
Thees man”—he glared at Dunn—‘ees the partner 
of the man who watched in the heels. I weel not! 
I -weel Oh, Dios?’ He fell back limply. His 
head struck the floor and rolled sickeningly. 

They were silent, staring from one to the other. 

“His last chip,” said Dunn softly. “Loyal to the 
end.” 

Wanda rose to her feet and stood swaying. She 
put out her hands toward Chadwick. 

“Dan!” she said brokenly. “Oh, Dan!’ 

Dunn cleared his throat. 

“I’m very sorry, Mrs. Chadwick,” he said awk- 
_ wardly. “But I guess I’ve got to go through the 
formality of asking you to consider yourself under 
arrest along with your husband. Of course you 
know what for. It ain’t a pleasant job to talk this 
way to a lady, and at such a time, but you're wise 
that I’m a government agent and there ain't a thing 
else I can do. I’m sorry this Mex winked out 
without telling where they cached that stuff they 
copped at the Bar Z; but he did. You don't happen 
to know, do your” 

“No,” answered Wanda in a hard tone, “T don’t!” 
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Major crept in through the open daw is 
standing like bristles on his back at sight of Mi 
Moreno. Then he crawled forward to Wan 
crouched at her feet, his tail thumping the 
Wanda took his head between her hands and ag 
it softly. 

“You'll stick by me, anyway, won't you, . 
boy ?” 
» Dunn sighed. “I guess I scnuldets have asked 
to squeal on your pals,” he said quietly. “Spec 
your dad. Anyway, this Moreno cinched Mary 
by trying to keep him clear. Whoever ordered 
raid last night Oh, well, it’s plain as A, B 
I guess I’d better go get Marvin. Let’s = 

“What about the body?” 

“Just have to leave it until we can come ba 
for it. There’s only two horses, and they'll he 
their work cut out for them getting us back as 1 
Moreno’s horse can ery double, and Mrs. 
wick can ride her own.’ : 

Wanda demurred. “Dan can ride with nie 
Pepper. After I’m up he can get on behind.’ 

“Rather reversing things, coral but ft 
if he wants. Let’s be moseying.”’ 

Wanda swung to Pepper’s back, and for 
in his fiery life the sorrel did not resist, see 
very well satisfied by the amount of exertion 
which he had been put in the last twelve hour 
Dunn climbed into Moreno’s saddle. Then W: 
put down a hand, kicked her foot from the stirr 
and Chadwick vaulted to a seat behind her 
Major darted across the valley, waving his bush 
tail and pausing occasionally to look back, ~ 4 
pushed forward in his wake. 
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Once more the infinite peace of the wild had 
settled on the little cupped valley. Man had vented 
his passion in the last brief hour and death had 
visited there and had gone. Nature, inscrutable, 
immutable, once more held sway, kissing the grass 
and trees with her scented breeze. Horses and riders 
moved on in the rays of midday sun. 

Dan rode together with the girl he had come to 
save—for what? Dunn rode behind. 

Dan realized that a subtle change had come over 
the government agent with the accomplishment of 
the first part of their mission. He was keeping a 
light guard over the two captives, although as yet 
he had not offered to disarm either. Despite his 
official mission, Chadwick liked the man, liked him 
tremendously. He was a man’s man throughout, 
and a square one. 


CHAPTER XXXIIl 


WANDA’ S SURRENDER 


AN became acutely conscious of the fact t 
the girl’s soft shoulders were pressing it 
tently back against his breast. She turned her head 
and tilted it back so that it lay against his shoulder, 
her face very sweetly close to his. aN 
She spoke softly: 
“Dan!” 
“Yes, dear.” Dan thrilled to the contact. 
Wanda sat up in her saddle with a little, stiff jerk 
“Nothing—if you don’t know!” she na 


“Silly!” ne 
Chadwick’s pulses leaped, but the set his lips de- 
terminedly. A 


“What occurred last night, Wanda?” 

“Just what Moreno said. It was about two o'clock 
when they arrived at the ranch. I hadn’t gone to — 
bed. I was haunted by a strange feeling that danger 
lurked near. Anyway, I had felt that there w 
some one watching for a long, long time. Tk 
rushed the house, and there wasn’t a chance to 
sist; they knew no one was there but me. a 
broke open the door as I grabbed my revolv 
fired once, hitting one of them in the arm, 
later discovered. I think I broke that man’ 
because he did nothing after that but walk 
the room cursing and swearing and dripping 
on the floor, Of course I fought when they 
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me, but what could I do? After all, Dan, I’m only 
a girl, you know.” 

She paused for a moment, then picked up the 
thread of her narrative. 

“Since you've been at the ranch with him’—she 
nodded backward toward the inscrutable Dunn—“I 
suppose you know everything—what they found and 
all that. You know what was in the place below 
the trapdoor. I'd hoped to keep you ignorant of it 
until the whole thing was settled. But I’ve failed, 
failed miserably, and I’m under arrest, and I’ve 
pulled you into it, and, oh, Dan, I’m so unhappy!” 

He stroked her arm reassuringly. “Cheer up, 
Wanda. Tell me the rest.” 

“And then they'll arrest dad, too, and we'll all 
go to prison. That will be the end.” 

Her shoulders shook, but without sound. Chad- 
wick sensed the fact that she was with difficulty 
restraining a storm of wracking sobs which were 
tearing for utterance. Her entire frame quivered, 
and when she spoke again her voice was thick with 
repressed emotion. 

“Poor old dad!’ she said, as though talking to 
herself. “He didn’t know a thing about it until 
I showed him; not a thing. But the evidence ts 
damning and he ‘hasn’t a chance.”’ 

Her words rang true, and Chadwick felt a sud- 
den sense of freedom and elation. He became con- 
verted absolutely to the belief that Corcoran and 
his daughter had been the victims of another's guile. 
Impulsively he put out his arms and slipped them 
about her figure and held her pressed close against 
his heaving breast. 

“Wanda, dear, don’t talk to me like that. You're 
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innnocent, and so is he, and it can be prov 
‘en, girl. Dunn is going after Marvin, and 
go with him. I—I want to meet Marvin.” — 
“You'd try that for me?’ oe 
“Ves, dear. I'd try it.” ; 
“No! You mustn't! He’d kill you. Yous 
secret service had already become suspicious, a 
we had disclosed things, they’d have thought we 
equally guilty and trying to made our punishr 
lighter by squealing on Marvin. But don’t try g 
after Marvin, Dan. What use to add your death 
the misery? As it is, you are liable to go te pris 
with us.” ae 
“T don't care, so long as it is with you. © 
Wanda, sweetheart, don’t you know that I le 
you? You do; you have known it from the » 
The blue eyes lighted. The lips parted in a s 
smile. ‘ 
They clambered and stumbled and climbed 
descended the windings of the back track to 
ranch, At times even the sure-footed Pepper sli 
and they retained their seats with difficulty. — 
at length they reached the place where the - 
divided, the wagon going one way and Moret 
the girl the other, and as they rode along, Ch 
told briefly of his experience in Kimberly and 
of the finding of Ah Woo, of the counterfeit mor 
of the capture by Dunn, and then of the returr 
the ranch and the sending for Billings via Gillam 
ranch. oe 
“Then some one ought to be at the ranch” 
we arrive,” she declared. “They have a light 
at Gillam’s, and they should have been able 
to Ruth and back with reénforcements by noon.” 
Dan scanned the trail more closely. Ge 
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“IT think they did just that. Notice that other 
set of wheel marks? Somebody has driven along 
and ” He called Dunn to his side and vouch- 
safed the information. 

Dunn’s face lighted. “I hope to goodness you're 
right, Chadwick,” he declared earnestly. “If there is 
a car at your ranch, it means a gain of several 
hours for me, because it’s a cinch from the way 
Moreno acted that Marvin planned to go to Hamilton 
to-day and to slip from there to the cabin in the 
valley back yonder. So maybe we can work a 
little surprise party on Mr. Marvin, too.” 

“You intend going to Hamilton?’ 

“Yes, if I can get my hands on that buzz wagon. 
I’m going mighty quick, too; just about as fast 
as the little flivver will travel.” 

“I’d like to go with you.” 

“Sorry, Chadwick, but you’re under arrest, you 
know.” 

“I guess, after what you've seen of me, you can 
take my parole,” rejoined Dan shortly. “I have 
my gun—and a little personal grudge against Mar- 
vin.” 

Dunn scratched the dark hair behind his ear. 

“You're the rummiest crowd of prisoners I ever 
had,” he half chuckled. “Well, son, if you want 
to come along, come on.” 

“Good! It’s a go, then?” 

“Speaking of prisoners,” interpolated Wanda, “I 
want to remind you that Mr, Chadwick, my father, 
and I, all claim that we are innocent of any com- 
plicity in these counterfeiting operations. What I 
have been after all along is to remove the web of 
circumstantial evidence which has weaved itself about 
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my father in order that he might expose Man : 
I know it sounds flimsy to you, and it was hi 
knowledge of that in case dad was ever arre 
for the crimes of Marvin that made me resort 
such desperate measures. : : 
“Figure it for yourself: Dad hands Marvin 
to the authorities; they discover that the coun 
feiting operations have been conducted in our 
house for years. Would it be natural for them 
believe that we didn’t have a hand in it? Certa 
not, And Marvin had planted the place with 
dence so that dad dared not betray him. O 
was a diabolical scheme, and I don’t mind tellin 
you that my ambition was to find and remove ev 
scrap of evidence against us and then make a_ 
breast of things as to Marvin. But so long 
any evidence was there, Marvin was safe an 
knew it.” - 
“Then why did he remove the winchinc ae 
“Because he wanted to continue his work. | 
still safe, though, or would have been under no 
circumstances, because I know that he has bits 
machinery and a great deal of bogus money hidd 
around the ranch in places of which we are ignorar 
Do you understand any better now?” | 
“And why didn’t you hand over the mac 
to Marvin?” nee 
“Why should I have done so? It would 
weakened my ability to talk terms to him 
strengthen his position by enabling him it cont 
his lawbreaking traffic.” | 
Dunn frowned inscrutably. “I see,” he remar 
noncommittally. “TI see.” 


CHAPTER XXXIV 
PRISONERS ORDERS 


Ef Baeas rounded a bend in the road, emerged 

through a cleft in the hills, and the Bar Z lay 
stretched before them, a lazy curl of smoke eddying 
up from the chimney of the cookhouse. Wanda 
lifted her arm and pointed. 

“See, I guessed right! The auto is there.” 

The men nodded, and their eyes brightened at 
sight of the little five-passenger car which stood idly 
between ranch and cookhouse. A man was loung- 
ing in the front seat of the car, and another stood 
beside it puffing away on a pipe. There was no other 
sign of life about the place. It was evident that the 
men did not see the riders until they rounded the 
corner of the granary, for they both sprang for- 
ward, their faces delineating pleasure and surprise. 

“And there you are!” began the first, addressing 
Wanda. “We're sure glad to see you again looking 
safe and sound.” He paused and flushed and his 
big body fidgeted nervously. 

“How are you, Jerry Thompson?” returned the 
girl heartily, as she slipped from the saddle. “Dan, 
this is Mr. Thompson, foreman over at Gillam’s. 
Jerry, this is Mr. Chadwick, my husband. This 
other gentleman is a government agent; Mr. Thomp- 
son, Mr. Dunn.” 

“Glad to meet you,” Thompson acknowledged 
stiffly. “This fellow with me is Simpson, one of 
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Sheriff Coulter's deputies. Your man Billings 
him up this morning and brought him along, 
you meet Billings on the way, Mr. Dunn?” — 
“No. The trail splits back yonder in the 
Billings probably followed the wagon trail, but we 
went after that Moreno Mex and Mrs. Chadwic 
We got Mrs. Chadwick, and we'll go bring More 
in first chance we get.” Be: 
“You mean | 
“T had to do it. We had a right merry 
schutzenfest there for a while.” ae 
“Billings left here with a wagon and so 
to trail along as you ordered. He left us on ¢ 
here. Ah Woo’s here, too, getting up some gru 
Dunn turned to’ Simpson. “What did E 
do in Ruth this morning before he started ou 
“Nawthin’ much. Leastways, he jes’ grabb 
guy with a wounded lunch hook and left him 
tied.”’ 3 
“Good!” Dunn grinned broadly. “Thom 
after we eat I’m going to appropriate your auto 
some mighty fast work. It’s for the gove 
you know.” , | 
“Suits me.” 
“Got plenty of gas and oil?” | 
“Yep, Sa-ay! Listen here, Mr. Dunn, 1 
willin’, I'll go along with you on this trip an 
drive. And if you don’t decide that there’ 
aplenty in that there little tin-fendered, tw 
boat, I’ll eat it from brass hood cap to tail 
“It’s a go,” returned Dunn. “And now 
look at what the chink has to offer.” He 
quickly to Simpson’s side, spoke swiftly and 
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lowered voice, and jerked his head significantly to- 
ward Chadwick and the girl. 

It was /a hurried meal, but one which they ate 
with a relish, despite a lack of attention to the 
minor comforts, 

Chadwick, too, found himself impatient of delay. 
The single moment of Wanda’s surrender as they 
rode together on Pepper’s back had changed the 
world for him, had discounted the past and put a 
premium on the future. But he was boy enough 
to wish to settle things with Marvin before returning 
to Wanda to claim her as his wife. 

Aside from that quixotic idea, though, he longed 
for the chance to wring the truth from Marvin's 
lips in the presence of Dunn. He realized poign- 
antly that the web of circumstantial evidence was 
tightly woven about Wanda and her father, and that 
under present circumstances, with Marvin maintain- 
ing his cold attitude of vengefulness, they must face 
the certainty of conviction on trial in a Federal 
court. 

At length Dunn set his cup down and eyed the 
others. | 

“Ready ?”’ 

Wanda rose, and they all moved toward the 
door. 

Woo followed the others, and Dunn brought up 
the rear. They piled into the auto, even making 
a place for Major at Wanda’s request. Then Thomp- 
son speeded up his engine, pressed down the foot 
gear shift, the car jerked ahead, then rolled along 
more easily and with increasing speed as he let 
the pedal back and the gear jumped into high, 
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Fon some time they rode in silence, 
son slowed the little car insinuatingly. 
‘Where to?” he questioned. e 
“Ruth first,” retorted Dunn, “T want 
Mrs. Chadwick there until we return.” — 
“Leave me there?” : 
“Certainly. There’s some pretty Br 
ahead, and I don’t want to be impeded. An 
that we’ll hit the trail for Hamilton—and wv 


travel.” 
Thompson swung the car toward Ruth, b it 


stopped him. 
“Just a minute, Jerry. Now listen 
Dunn, I don’t like to impose on your good 
but I insist on your taking me with you ¢ 
Hamilton, In the first place, it will save tim 
it will keep you from going via Ruth. h 
ond place, if we get Marvin I want to’ 
I want to try and force a confession from 
you understand what it means to melt a 
“Yes,” : 
“And you'll let me remain with you?” 
Dunn grinned broadly. “I’m taking 
round, it seems. But if you want to em 
can. Hustle, now, Thompson. We'll have | 
by Kimberly first.” se 
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CHAPTER XXXV 
SIGHTING THEIR QUARRY 


ANDA sat between Dunn and Chadwick in the 

tonneau. Thompson and the deputy occupied 
the front seat, and Ah Woo crouched on the floor 
of the tonneau with his arms about Major. The 
car sped swiftly under Jerry's expert driving, eating 
up the miles amazingly, swaying, swinging and 
bouncing. 

In an hour they reached Kimberly, and Jerry 
jerked to a stop with a whine of his emergency 
brake which threw the clutch pedal back into neutral. 
The radiator of the little car was steaming as they 
came to a halt before the very saloon in the door- 
way of which Dan had glimpsed Marvin as he shot 
through Kimberly the previous night en route for 
Ruth and Ah Woo. 

“You wait here, Simpson,” said Dunn significantly, 
as he leaped stiffly to the ground. “Tl be back 
in a minute or two.” He stepped within the saloon. 

When the secret-service man emerged from the 
saloon, there was a broad grin on his face. 

“So far we’re on the right track,” he announced, 
as he climbed aboard. ‘“‘There’s one chap in there 
I know pretty well, and he knows who and what 
I am. He says Marvin hit out for Hamilton this 
morning about ten o'clock, and I’m gambling that 
he told the truth. He’s got a good start, but he’s 
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on horseback and its a long ride Tf tm 
car don’t buck jump——” Oa 
“It won't,” grinned Thompson, “It’s as oe 
as a dollar watch. Better hold your hair on.” 
The car shot ahead on low, then slowed fo 
second for the shift to high, and then it was 
Chadwick never entertained a very clear recollecti 
of that mad ride; it was a cubist blur rather 
a succession of incidents. : 
Wanda sat at Dan’s left, and now and agai 
severe lurch flung her pliant body against | 
‘After a time, he covertly slipped an arm about 
and held her to him while he clung to the ¢ 
side of the car with his free hand. He made 
move timidly and in fear of a rebuff, but she dic 
not draw away. In fact, he fancied for one 
pulsing moment that she leaned a bit closer, 
At length they reached the foothills, and the lit 
car valiantly stormed up the gradients about 
curves of a tortuous mountain road. The dust y 
less now than it had been in the valley, and 
blistering sun was cut off here and there by 
trees and somber cliffs and small hills. At tin 
the grade became precipitous and Thompson shov 
his clutch into low and cut out the muffler 
the motor crackled like a machine gun driven 
maximum-action point, and from the hills aay a 
echoing rattle and bang. 
At length they caught sight of their obj ti 
Hamilton, lying quiet and drowsy under the 
noon sun. They picked up a better road, 
up to a swaying, dangerous forty miles ‘ad 
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- its jumble of huts and slightly more pretentious 
structures clinging in all sorts of positions and at all 
angles to the flanks of the hills from which its 
dwellers dug wealth in greater or less degree. 

“The hotel!’ snapped Dunn, now thoroughly alert. 

Thompson nodded and slowed his car down to 
about fifteen miles an hour as he headed up the 
heavy dirt road. 

Chadwick eyed the double row of false-front 
houses with but little interest. Every thought now 
was centered on the trip’s objective. Here, some- 
where, if fate was kind, he would meet the man 
with the thin face, the sneering, vulpine lips. It 
was of Marvin he thought to the exclusion of every- 
thing else. 

It was a quick, gasping inhalation from Wanda 
which roused him. She was leaning forward, her 
eyes shining, bosom heaving, staring at the sign 
“Lucky Strike” which was emblazoned on the front 
of one of the structures. The only other word was 
“Saloon.” 

But Chadwick knew there was something else 
which had roused her to this pitch, and he at length 
found it. Before the door of the “Lucky Strike”’ 
stood a horse, sweat-streaked, its head drooping. 
The reins hung idly over its head. Chadwick had 
seen that horse before. He had seen it the morning 
he and Wanda had driven to the Bar Z for the first 
time, and it had been ridden by a man with a hard, 
cruel face who had laughed loudly and sneeringly at 
her introduction of ‘him as her husband. 

His eyes leaped to those of the girl beside him, 
every nerve and sense tense and alert. 
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“Marvin's!” he breathed. He raised his: : 
trifle. ‘Hey, Thompson! Stop the car!” te 
There was a grind of brakes and the car s| 
Dunn turned quickly. : 
“What’s wrong, Chadwick?” Soe 
“Nothing. Everything's all right. That's _M: 
vin’s horse in front of that saloon. Come 
He reached for the door of the tonneau. 
“Sit still?’ Dunn’s words cracked commandin 
“Drive on, Jerry. Now see here, son, I’m run 
this show yet, and I’m giving orders. Get tl 
under your hat and keep it there.” Pe 
“And while you're giving them,” retorted Dar 
none too pleasantly, “Marvin will give us the s 
“Don’t worry.” Dunn’s smile was cold and 
fident. ‘‘Now you can slow her down, Thompso 
Simpson, you jump out and keep an eye on 
ends of that saloon for Marvin. I’m going 
leave these folks down the road here at whe aN 
I’ll come right back.” 7 
The deputy nodded and dropped from the ¢ 
and Thompson picked up speed once again and ¢ 
to the hotel, a rough, weather-beaten, two-story he 
They came to a halt. Dunn led the way ; 
registered, and demanded a room, to which 
the others. ea 
Then he faced them. “Thompson, you remai 
there with Mrs. Chadwick and Woo. They're b 
under arrest, prisoners of the United States” 
ernment, You won’t make trouble, though, wil F 
ma’am ?” 
“You couldn’t drive me away from he 
things are settled,’ she answered, without ney 
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“Thanks. I hoped you'd take it that way.” He 
faced Dan. ‘And now, son, if you're still hanker- 
ing to get in on this little round-up, come along.” 

Chadwick’s lips set into a hard, white line. He 
jerked his sombrero firmly over his eyes and turned 


toward the door. y 
“T’m with you.” 
“Dan!” 


Both men swung around toward Wanda. She 
stood erect in the center of the floor, and as she 
met Dan’s eyes, hers softened and she put out 
a hand. 

“Don’t go into this any further. Let Mr. Dunn 
handle it alone. I—I’m asking you to keep out. 
Marvin is a dead shot and a bad man. It will 
serve no end for you to sacrifice yourself.” 

Her voice rang with a sick horror of dread, and 
there was terror in her eyes, yet even while she 
pleaded she knew that her efforts were futile. 

Dan shook his head. “You don’t imagine that 
after what’s happened this morning I’d let Dunn 
go it alone, do you? Of course you dont. Hae 
quit cold like that, I’d never look at myself in the 
mirror again. And if I did I’d see nothing but a 
long streak of ocher.” 

The man and woman faced each other. She 
knew that she had failed, and in her woman’s heart 
was glad that her man was proving himself. But 
she made no more attempt. 

“Mr. Dunn, will you do me a very great favor? 
Will you allow me five minutes—three—alone with 
my husband before you start?” : 

Dunn faltered, then smiled gently. 
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“Vamose, Thompson! You and me 
chink.” The trio left the room. 
The face of the girl was white and haggard 
pleading. That of the man dust-grimed, hard 
inflexible, : 
“Dan! Wanda’s voice was very soft an 
moved close to him; then her bosom heaved 
she sobbed once dryly. “Oh, Dan! For my sa 
Dan, don’t go! It’s Dunn’s work, not yours. 
has come to be between him and Marvin, not 
and Marvin.” : 
“Stop!” Chadwick forced himself to speak co 
because only by so doing could he hope to res 
himself in his surpassing love for the girl. 
member that this is all important. Marvin was th 
one who brought us all into the positions we no 
occupy. I'll leave the decision with you, Wane 
if I backed out of this thing now, would you stil 
care to have me claim you as my wife?” 
Her lids dropped over the dark pools in her 
flickered slightly for a moment, and then op 
She shivered as though gripped by a chill, — 
“You're going 
Yes.” 
“Then ”” She moved close to him. Her | 
came up and lay gently on his arm. She swa 
toward him, her eyes boring into his. She stt 
every feature of his face as though to fix 
indelibly on her mind for all time. It wi 
look of eternal farewell. os 
“Kiss me, Dan.” 
He fought his battle with himself, and AR 
He knew that one kiss of fire at this moment v 
f 
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weaken him; that he would remain with her and let 
Dunn go after Marvin single-handed. 

““When—when I come back,’’ he choked. ‘When 
I come back. Now I dare not! So, Wanda, au 
revoir.” 

He stared at her without another word, then 
flung around and fairly dashed from the room. He 
had reached the breaking point. A minute more 
and he must have succumbed to the lure of her and 
shirked his duty even as better men before him 
have done. 


CHAPTER XXXVI 
DAN MEETS MARVIN 


© Sata the door he fairly catapulted ma 
Dunn, who stood with Thompson and Ah Wo 
He gripped Dunn feverishly by the arm. 
“Come on!” he said sharply. ‘I’m ready now 
Dunn fell into step beside him, and they sw 
shoulder to shoulder out of the door and down 
dusty street toward the Lucky Strike saloon. 
“And now,” inquired Dunn calmly, “just wh 
notion are you hatching? For I judge that | 
have planned something. This Marvin isn’t g 
to hold any talkfest once we get face to face 
“My idea is simplicity itself. I’ have though 
out, I believe, from every angle. Marvin is the 
man in this world who holds information which w 
clear my wife and her father. I want to get Marvi 
under my gun and force him to tell the tr 
Dunn laughed shortly. om 
“It’s so simple,” he said, “that it’s funny. 
man, before you could well tighten your fing 
the trigger, even after you had him covered—p 
vided that miracle ever came to pasta a 
you shot through about six times.” ie 
“I think you exaggerate, Dunn, I’m wil 
take a chance, you know.” E 
“So I judge, by the mad scheme you "pro 
It’s a damn fool’s chance that you want to 
not a man’s chance. I might get by with 
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like that—and I have my doubts—but never you. 
There’s several differences between us. He knows 
if he gets me there'll be a dozen, better and more 
relentless, on his trail in the wink of an eye, and 
that has what you call a psychological effect on him. 
Shooting a government agent is no thing to be done 
lightly. With you it’s all different. 

“You see, Chadwick, he’s tried to get you three 
times already, and the minute he lays eyes on you 
he’ll come a-shooting. And when that man shoots, 
he hits, and he hits where it'll do the most good. 
He’s going to be surprised, but not so damned sur- 
prised that he won’t make a try for his gun—and 
get 1t! I kinder think the best thing all around is 
to let me pack that shooting iron of yours again.” 

“What! Chadwick fell back, aghast. “Take my 
gun?” 

“That’s what I said.” 

Chadwick flamed with resentment and resistance. 
“The hell you will!” 

“The hell I won’t!” Dunn’s voice was harsh 
and grating. Something hard pressed into Dan’s 
side. It was Dunn’s .45, and he looked once into 
his captor’s eyes and knew that business was meant. 
“T’ve told you, son, that I was running this here 
shindig, and I meant it, see? The less trouble I 
have with you the better it'll be for you! Now hand 
over that gun.” 

“T_J wouldn’t have thought it of you, Dunn.” 

“No, I reckon not.’’ Dunn dropped Chadwick’s 
revolver into his pocket. “So far as your motives 
go, I respect ’em, and all in all you’re a darned 
nice kid. But I’m damned if [’m going to see 
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you commit suicide to prove that you have 
nerve than common sense. Come on!’ 6 
Dan’s eyes glinted craftily between narrowed ds 
Dunn had his .45, but the little automatic nestled in 
the pocket of his coat, where he had put it 
Wanda returned it to him. He nodded shortly and — 
strode silently beside Dunn, aay 
About forty feet this side of the Lucky St 
they found Simpson, who jerked his thumb | 
nificantly at the horse which drowsed outside 
saloon door. Then he fell into step on the ot 
side of Dunn and the trio walked on. 
Chadwick had reached a cold determination to { 
the game alone and in his own way, a decis 
quixotic in the extreme and very foolish. He m 
tally derided Dunn for entertaining the idea 1 
Marvin would peaceably surrender to his off 
position. Marvin wasn’t that kind, and Chadv 
knew that he wasn’t. He had too much to los 
He dropped his hands unostentatiously into 
pockets of his coat and caressed the butt of 
automatic. a 
Early twilight bathed Hamilton as the three 
paused near the doorway of the Lucky Strike. — 
three men paused for an imperceptible fractiot 
an instant and then entered boldly. » 
A thin line of men lounged by the rude 
which ran the length of the saloon. A little grou 
was clustered about midway of its length, and 
the center of the group came a strident voic 
did not pause or falter in the slightest degree 
the three men entered the door. Dan found 
heart beating like a trip hammer and _ his 


a ee ee 
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numb and icy cold. He was in one instant afraid 
and eager. 

“Fill ‘em up again, Tom,” said Marvin’s voice 
to the bartender. “Fill ‘em up for the whole damned 
house. This is Marvin’s last night in town. I’m 
goin’ away, yassir, for a time, anyway. This is 
Marvin's last treat for a time, as I been tellin’ you 
boys. Drink hearty! It’s all on Jim.” 

The bartender hastened to array the desired drinks 
on the counter. The group about Marvin straight- 
ened into a line before the bar. 

“Come on!” sibilated Dunn, as he led the way 
straight to the end of the line of drinkers. Of the 
three, Dunn was nearest Marvin, then came Dan, 
and then Simpson. Dunn leaned a careless arm 
on the bar. 

“Hey, Tommy!’ shouted Marvin to the barkeep. 
“There’s some new arrivals. Set ’em up down the 
line, there. It’s all on Jim Marvin. Ask the gents 
what they’ll have with Marvin.” 

Dunn turned to face Marvin, and Chadwick turned 
at the same time. The glances of the two men 
crossed, and there was no doubt of instant mutual 
recognition, Dan stared into a pair of cold, narrow- 
lidded eyes which glinted bitter hatred and silent, 
deadly menace. 

Dan saw Marvin stiffen with instant surprise as 
he was recognized, but he had lived too long by 
his wits to show that he was flustered, even momen- 
torily. The thin lips twisted into an ugly leer. 

“Hello!” he remarked, with a remarkable dis- 
play of braggadocio, “Name your poison. What’ll 
you have to drink?’ 
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Dunn spoke quietly, deliberately, evenly : 
“Nothing!” Ae 
In a split second the very atmosphere of the pl 
had changed. A moment before it had been on 
of rough-and-ready masculine enjoyment of the 
grosser sort in which primitive camaraderie had been 
the keynote, with Marvin playing host and the oth- 
ers drinking in his liquor and his words. Now 
had become surcharged with a voiceless tensity 
which men stared and checked their breathing a 
waited for the inevitable. ‘ 
“No-o?” Marvin's grin faded slowly and his fz 
looked Mephistophelean with its sharp features a 
narrowed, cruel eyes. “‘Say-ay, Dunn, a man eithe! 
drinks on my invite or he——” ie 
“Drop that stuff, Marvin!” The government agen 
stepped coolly into the center of the floor as he spo 
There was no hint of fear or hesitation in 
manner. His voice was coldly incisive. His han 
hung idly at his sides. “You know what I ame 
Marvin, so there’s no need for explanations. Lis 
want you. You're under arrest!” ae 
Back of Marvin the line at the bar faded 
The men who had formed it sought the other 
of the room, out of the zone of, impending 
One man, wedged between Marvin and Dan, sea 
himself with more haste than dignity on the br 
foot rail, Another leaped the bar and squatted © 
the other side in fancied safety. , 
Marvin and Dunn stood like statues faci 
another. The ticking of a wall clock soundec 
the stroking of a clock of doom. Dunn’s han 
hung limply at his side, and Chadwick marve 
the almost unhuman coolness of the secret se 
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man. He was essaying to arrest the worst of the 
district’s bad men, without the slightest display of 
force, trusting in the psychological effect of his offi- 
cial position to accomplish the task which he probably 
did not have the physical prowess to do. 

“Come, Marvin, pass over your gun.’ Dunn 
stepped forward without hesitation. 

Marvin picked up his glass of whisky. He nodded 
assent. He lifted the whisky toward his lips, and 
then 

“Like hell!” 

He hurled glass and whisky into Dunn’s face. 
His hand dropped like the stroke of a rattler to the 
butt of his gun. 

As Marvin's hands dropped, Chadwick’s grip tight- 
ened on his automatic, the muzzle of which he had 
already raised. 

Sput! Sput-sput-sput! 

As Marvin started to draw his gun, Chadwick 
fired desperately through the cloth of his coat. 
Its flame seemed to leap from his side. 

Marvin straightened. His body appeared to stretch 
toward the smoke-and-dirt-grimed roof. Then it 
crumpled and sprawled on the filthy floor. 

Quick as Chadwick had been, Marvin’s weapon 
was already in his hand. Now it thudded harmlessly 
to the floor. 

One man—two men—leaped forward and dropped 
to their knees by the side of the stricken man. 
Dunn’s voice cut through the smoke-filled air, clear, 
incisive, cool: 

“Te had his gun drawn. He meant to kill a 
government officer in the discharge of his duty. 
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This man’—he pointed to Dan— “shot in 
fense.” o 
One of the men by the body nodded. 
“That’s right.” | 
Others followed suit. Their voices bec 
chorus of vindication. 
“Is he dead?” questioned Dunn. 
‘Dead as any one can ever get.” 
Dunn inspected the body swiftly. “Yes, he’s ¢ 
Take care of the body until I send for it.” 
The words struck Dan’s subconscious mind, 
was conscious of only one fact—Marvin was dea 
and he had killed him. He felt suddenly weak and 
shaken, The cold purpose which had spurred in 
on was gone. Nausea crept on him. a 
Somebody had him by the arm and was lead ing 
him from the place. He glanced at the man _ ? 
saw as though through a haze that it was Du 
What was he saying? : 
ig saved my life. He would ‘have got 
sure. I ought to give you the devil for not handing 
over that gun—but, damn s man, I can’t! Jus 
the same, fork it over now.’ i: 
Dan fumbled the gun from his pocket and 
it to Dunn. aa 
“Take it. I don’t want it,” he coinchleel th hich a 
and turned up the street toward the hotel. 
Dunn accompanied him. Simpson was som 
probably back yonder with Marvin's body. 
entered the hotel, mounted the steps, ane 
opened the door of their room. 
Wanda was seated there, with Thompson 2 | 
hides She was seated on a chair, bee fe of 
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She raised her eyes. She saw Dan. The apathy 
faded from her face, the apathy and the look of 
horror. For a moment she started as though gazing 
at a specter. Then her face lighted and glowed and 
took on an expression which he had never before 
seen. She was before him now, and her hands 
seized him as though to reassure herself that she 
was not victimized by an illusion. 

“Dan!” she panted. And then: “Marvin?” 

He shook his head from side to side. 

“Marvin is dead,” he intoned. 

“Dead ?” 

“Yes.” The words stuck in his throat. “J killed 
him!” 


CHAPTER XXXVII 


A BAD PREDICAMENT 


ANDA‘ stared first at Dan and then at 
secret-service man, as though for confirmatio 
Dunn nodded. “Yes, ma'am. He killed Ma 
I was covered and about as close to heaven 
ever get, and Chadwick, here, shot from the p 
with his automatic.” ay 
Another silence. Dan spoke as though fron 
trance: Pa 
“T killed him. I killed the one man who 
sagas cleared agai and your father. I ae 


+ 


Pe LST ga ee 


pt it to admit Simpson. The deputy 
cited and his face was working. He sta 
Dunn. 
“Shall I say it out loud or private?” 
“Out loud—whatever it is,” answered - Dunn 
“Well ** Simpson drew a long breath a 
then spoke more expressively than gramn atice 
“He’s him!” 7 
“He—— Who's who?” ee 
“Marvin—Jim Marvin. We looked, a 
’nough there was the scar where Pablo k 
in the ribs after he’d ran away with Pablo 
He’s Judd Jackson, sure’s I’m a foot high. 
“H’mph! I kind of thought that for a ong 
I never did understand how Jackson droppe 
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off the map. That little shindy must have been 
_ twenty years ago, wasn't it?” 

“Twenty-one come this June.” 

“Good! I want the body for identification pur- 
poses, although I guess the State of Nevada has a 
prior claim—murder, I believe, and two holdups. 
Simpson, you take charge of the body and get it 
back to Ruth pronto. Thompson, you drive us over 
in that car of yours.” 

“Whenever you're ready.” 

They left the hotel and piled into the car with 
‘Ah Woo in Simpson’s seat by the driver. Then 
the engine purred and they were off down the road 
with no one to stay their course. 

Dan was still in a daze. No longer was he the 
same Dan Chadwick who rode into the town. Pre- 
viously he had talked of killing a man—yes, and 
even thought of killing Marvin—but now that he 
had the blood of a human being on his hands he felt 
sick and as though he had shouldered a burden 
which would never lift. 

Of course, morally he was all right. It had not 
been murder, but it was homicide, nevertheless. He 
had been in the position of either seeing Dunn killed 
or himself shooting at Marvin. Of the two courses 
he felt that his election had been best and justified; 
but killing a man is quite a different proposition 
from mere-y thinking of it. Now Marvin was 
dead, and Dan marveled at the absence of the 
strange elation he imagined he should feel. After 
all, killing a man! His mind reverted inevitably 
to that phase of it, revolving always about the 
single dominating, sickening idea. 

The lightning rapidity with which important events 
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had chased each other across the horizon of ; 
the little, swaying car precluded the possibilit 
conversation, even though it might have been 
sible, as the machine was not driven at the 
hair-raising speed at which it had traversed 
course inward bound. Wanda occasionally lee 
forward in her seat to stroke the head of the 
hausted collie, and twice Dunn consulted the di 
his watch by the light of his cigar. The night 
very, very dark. 

It was after eleven o’clock when they stea 
into Ruth and panted to a halt before the | 
+n which Dan had originally been made pris 
Thompson alone remained in the car, and at a le 
voiced order from Dunn, he rattled away dow 
the street while the others entered the hotel. A 
he opened the door of his room, his voice boon 
out in pleased surprise: a 

“Hello! Back you are, eh, Billings? Glad 
see you, mighty glad! What did you discover hg 

The quartet entered the room and Dunn clo 
the door behind them. Billings rose from his 


looking man of square jaw and stocky, musc 
build, his hair sandy and his eyes coldly blue. 
spoke in a voice which contained the timbre 
power and confidence: ee 

“T found all the junk they took out of the 1 
house. Then I tried to follow orders that 
along until we found you, but there wa ia 
doing. I lost the trail hopelessly and siimpl 
to give it up. But since I see you have iss 
coran—pardon, Mrs. Chadwick—with you, 
it’s———”” 
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“But you found all of the stuff?” interrupted Dunn 
significantly. 

“Sure. After I gave up the hunt for you I went 
on after the wagon, Those chaps had doubled back; 
they swung south and then hit across the valley, 
got up in the Egan where those two cliffs make a 
sort of natural gateway, squeezed through, and 
moseyed over into Steptoe Valley. And where do 
you reckon they hid the stuff they took?” 

“Where? I’m a bum guesser.” 

“Some old charcoal ovens over yonder. They 
stopped long enough to ditch the presses and plates 
and then cover the lot with refuse. Pretty cute, 
and never would have been noticed if we hadn't 
specifically been on the lookout for just such a 
cache. We dug ’em up, loaded ’em on our wagon, 
and came on here by way of the Steptoe route. 
Where have you been?’ 

“Hamilton—after Jim Marvin.” 

“And then . 

“He had me dead to rights, and Chadwick, here, 
shot him.” 

“Dead ?” 

“As a mummy.” 

Billings drew a deep breath. ‘Well, that about 
does for the gang, then. This is a great day’s work, 
Ed. When I got back from that little journey I 
amused myself talking to that geezer with the 
wounded mitt. He blew up and spilled a few names. 
I’ve wired several places right recently. It’s only 
a question of hours, I think, before we get returns 
from the round-up.” 

“You didn’t forget that wire to Chicago?” 

“Certainly not.” 
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“Chicago?” Wanda was on her feet, her body 
quivering with sudden excitement. “Do you mean 
you ordered the arrest of my father? Is that it, 
Mr. Dunn?” | 

Dunn flushed. “Well, yes,” he replied, with em- 
barrassed hesitation. “You see, I hadn’t any choice 
in the matter any more than I have a choice about 
holding you and Chadwick, here, and Ah Woo. The 
folks I work for don’t care who their dragnet gath- 
ers, and theoretically I ain’t supposed to care, either. 
I know it seems a bit raw after your husband saved 
my life, but it’s my duty, ma’am. I hope you 
understand.” 

Wanda was white to the lips. ‘‘Yes, I understand. 
And now we'll face prosecution and conviction be- 
cause the one man who could have cleared us is 
dead. All I have worked for—and I’ve played a 
desperate game, not even daring to tell my husband, 
whom God knows I trusted—has gone for naught. 
I wanted no one to know until all evidence against 
my father and myself was removed. Oh, if I had 
the game to play over again, I'd play it the same 
way. A jury doesn’t often discount circumstantial 
evidence. I understand and appreciate your position, 
Mr. Dunn, but it’s hard, mighty hard.” 

Ah Woo spoke: 

“Go plison? You go? Misser Chladwick go? 
Alle samee me?” 

“Yes, Woo, we'll all go, I’m afraid, unless Mr. 
Chadwick gets off because of insufficient evidence.” 

“What us go plison for?” 

“For making counterfeit money, Woo—bad money. 
The kind of money you tried to pass in that gambling 


” 


house. That’s what we'll go to prison for—— 
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“No!” Woo’s voice crescendoed in shrill protest. 
“Not go plison! Marvin dlead. I tellee.” 

“Tell what?” Dunn swung sharply toward the 
Chinese cook, his face again cold and hard and pro- 
fessional, ‘What do you know that you are willing 
to tell because Marvin is dead?’ 

“T know all ’bout um. You want listen, I tellee. 
Maybe I tellee, you no send Misser Clorcoran, Misser 
Chladwick, an’ Missy Wanda to prison. Allee samee 
you tlun um loose, mebbe. I no tellee ’fore, Marvin 
say him kill me. I ‘laid. Now Marvin dlead. I 
tell.” 

“Sit down, folks.” Dunn’s voice was quiet. 
“Now, Woo, go ahead with your story.” 


CHAPTER XXXVIII 
WOO TO THE RESCUE 


| hl N seated himself on the bed and Billings and 
Chadwick found places beside him. Wanda 
took a chair and Woo seated himself cross-legged on 
the floor. 

“You thlink,” he started, addressing Dunn, “that 
Misser Clorcoran an Missy Wanda makum money 
allee samee I had other night?” 

“Ves, that’s what I think, Woo. That’s what I 
was trying to discover on the ranch this spring.” 

The Chinaman nodded. “You ‘thlink wrong. 
Misser Clorcoran him not know. Him find out, him 
not likee. Him find out him tell Marvin gettee 


hellee off place. Him not likee thlat. Long time — 


Misser Clorcoran stlay on lanch, then him leave. 
Long time after Missy Wanda go East side, bling 
back Misser Chladwick. Misser Chladwick not know 
nothing, him askee me questions allee timee. Mar- 
vin him find out, say I tellee Misser Chladwick 
something he killee me. So all I say Misser Chlad- 
wick is Marvin makee too much money. I think 
mebbe him understland, but him not understland.” 

“That’s right, Dunn. I told you those very words 
in this room last night.” 

“Suppose you tell us the very beginning, Woo,” 
urged Dunn. The man seemed impressed with the 
tale, and was leaning forward earnestly. It was 
patent that he was eager to find evidence in favor of 
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the prisoners, and there was no doubt that Woo was 
speaking the truth. 

“Long tlime I clome lanch, livee here allee timee 
since. Clorcoran save Chinaboy’s life; like mama 
an’ papa to Chinaboy. You sabe?” 

“sure. Go on.” 

“Bimeby Missy Wanda an’ her papa go East side 
to live. Summertimee they clom to lanch. Jim 
Marvin him stlay an’ lun lanch, ship steer to Misser 
Clorcoran to sellee. Allee lightee long timee, an’ no 
tlouble. One day two, thlee men come to lanch. 
They see Marvin an’ chin-chin. Long time. Then 
go ’way. It linter an’ Misser Clorcoran not thlere. 
Then men clom back an’ all makee hole under house, 
cut hole in room. Got tunnel, too. You sabe, 
mebbe ?”’ 

“Yes; go ahead.” 

“Just before Misser Chladwick come, Misser Clor- 
coran him here an’ wall up tunnel, say keep Marvin 
out. Alee time before this Marvin have work makum 
money in room under house. I ask Marvin ‘bout 
money an’ him say: ‘Ah Woo, damn you yellow 
hide, you tell what I do, I shoot full holes. I killee 
you allee samee coyote. I ‘flaid—terrible flaid by 
Marvin. Now Marvin dead. No ’flaid now. I tell.” 

Dunn smiled slowly. He turned to Wanda, his 
expression inscrutable. 

“And how did you find out in the end, Mrs. 
Chadwick?” 

“You began it,” she replied promptly. “Up to the 
time you came we didn’t know a thing. But dad 
found out you were a government agent and we 
puzzled over what you could want. Then one day 
when you were not there—you’d been gone several 
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weeks—I found a package of counterfeit bills in the 
back of the drawer of dad’s desk. I thought it real 
money and asked him about them. Dad knew right 
off they were not genuine, and that day we managed 
to get Marvin off the ranch and we made a search. 

“We found sheafs of bills scattered and hidden 
here and there—and there are more of them there 
now probably—salted away only Marvin knew 
where, so that if the place were pulled by Federal 
agents they’d have real evidence against us. And, 
of course, we found out about the trapdoor and the 
den below—you're familiar with them. 

“Dad confronted: Marvin, and they had it out. 
Marvin laughed in his face. He said the ranch was 
an ideal place for his operations and that you people 
wouldn’t dare do anything until you had definite in- 
formation. If dad told a thing he’d be implicated, 
too, no matter how fervidly he might protest his 
innocence. We knew that he spoke the truth. 

“We decided that the only way father could clear 
himself when the inevitable storm broke was to ar- 
range beforehand for the working of influences to 
clear him; to make his story known firsthand to other 
persons, persons in power. Meanwhile, we wanted 
to keep Marvin from making our position any worse, 
and we also wanted to prevent his getting the ma- 
chinery away, for that was our strong point. With 
the machinery gone, we would be accused of moving 
it, and the bills would be the only evidence and they 
are hidden all about the place. 

“Father had to go East. Some one had to remain 
on the ranch, and I was none too safe personally 
from Marvin, as recent developments have proved. 
I came back to the ranch with Mr. Chadwick, = 
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that night father left secretly. Summed up, it was a 
desperate game to save ourselves from unmerited 
punishment. Maybe we were foolish, but we didn’t 
know whom to trust and we decided that the only 
thing to do was to trust no one.” 

Dunn grinned broadly and looked at Billings. 
“And I guess that’s about the straight of it, too?” 
he interrogated. 

Billings nodded. “Just about, Ed.” 

“Then,” smiled Dunn, “suppose you fade out of 
here and wire Chicago to turn Corcoran loose for 
lack of evidence. Mosey along. I’m tired and want 
to turn in.” 

Dan gazed full in the face of his captor. “You 
mean ” His voice stuck in his throat. He dared 
not put his hope into words. He turned and found 
Wanda by his side, her hand in his, and she leaned 
forward, staring hard at the government agent. 

“Just about,” said Dunn, as he arose and stretched 
with an elaborate simulation of weariness. ‘And 
say, Billings, where is that team you drove here from 
the ranch?” 

“In the corral,” answered Billings, as he left the 
room. 

Alone with them, Dunn extended his hand to Dan. 
“TI ain’t much on the soft stuff, Chadwick, but I’ve 
never met a man to whom I’d rather owe my life.” 

Dan wrung the proffered hand, and Dunn turned 
to the girl, his face beet red. 

“You mean, Mr. Dunn, that you believe my story? 
You mean that you believe Woo’s story?” asked 
Wanda. 

“Listen to me, Mr. and Mrs. Chadwick, and I'll 
explain a few things. I’m a government agent, and 
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my duty is to bring criminals to the bar of justice, 
not innocent people. For a long time I have thought 


that you and your father were innocent, but I have — 
deliberately shoved that theory aside because theories - 


have ruined many a good case and many a good de- 
tective. I have played my game to the limit; I have 
even brought you here and would have carried you 
almost to jail—but not quite. 

“Billings and I have worked this case a long time, 
and we've learned a great many things. Our most 
valuable information came from one of the Marvin 
crowd at whom Marvin shot in a rage and who was 
wounded. We tracked him to Indianapolis, got him 
in his cups, and he told us many things which exactly 
dovetail with the stories you and Woo told. a 

“I don’t mind saying that, as much as I'd have 
hated to do it, you would have faced trial if you had 
concealed one fact, however insignificant. It was 
telling me what I knew to be ninety-nine per cent 
true that has influenced me. I am willing to stretch 
a point and admit that the other one per cent is also 
true. You see, to convict a person one must prove 
his guilt beyond a reasonable doubt, and a blind man 
can see more than a reasonable doubt in this case. 


“We secret-service men are not fond of making 


arrests where conviction fails to follow; and while 
we have a bit of circumstantial evidence against you, 
it is entirely circumstantial. I have reported this 
matter to my chief and he has left it in my hands. 


I’m rather well thought of by him, and he knows I 


am conscientious. Had I been less so, I would have > 


let you go sooner. As it is, we will have nine of. 


Marvin’s men under arrest within the next few 
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